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La mente innamorata, che donnea..
My enamoured mind, which always lingers lovingly
[Paradiso XXVII 88]
di viva speme,
'the living hope’. 
[Paradiso XX 109]
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1 Introduction – Making Hope Resound

Philosophy... is the ascent of the mind from the lower regions to the highest, and from darkness to light. Its origin is an impulse of the divine mind; its middle steps are the faculties and the disciplines which are described; and its end is the possession of the highest good. Finally, its fruit is the right government of men. (Marsilio Ficino 1433-1499 Letters)

Dante’s Divine Comedy tells the tale of a pilgrim who, lost in the darkness a wood, journeys forth to see the light of beatitude. The poem charts the ascent of mind, body and soul from the lower regions of egoistic desire to the height of the universal realm. The journey is a personal journey but is also a universal theme. Like life, journey’s origin and end is the divine mind; the journey is a return to source, the ‘Highest Essence’. Dante sees the divine in human nature and shows how we can all attain felicity, the divine comedy which is our end, through the use of our faculties. The end is desire fulfilled, beatitude as the highest good. In earthly terms, its fruit is the Good and Just society, the constitution of good government serving the common good. Oh, and Dante proves what we have all known all along – that Love is the answer. (De Rougemont 1986). 

W. B. Yeats called Dante "the chief imagination of Christendom." There is no doubt that Dante offers a Christian vision. But the accent in Yeats’ words should be upon the imagination. Dante possesses a powerful poetic imagination that makes it clear that we live in a moral universe and that we are charged with the responsibility of exercising moral choice as a condition of being human. Dante takes sides; he makes us take sides.

“Dante, who loved well because he hated, Hated wickedness that hinders loving ...” (Robert Browning)

Dante is a morally charged and politically engaged poet. In the world of Dante, there is no neutral ground. Dante’s world is not a world in which it is possible to skulk and hide in the thickets of value judgement. ‘That’s just your opinion’, comes the modern response to a moral statement. All opinions are equally right in such a world, and equally wrong. Dante forces us out of that world. To Dante, there is such a thing as objective reality, there is such a thing as moral truth.

Dante’s moral universe is quite alien to our demoralised and disenchanted world. Morality matters in Dante’s world in a way that it doesn’t in ours. And this morality is more than subjective opinion, perspective and preference. Dante affirms that there is an objective morality; and this means that there is such a thing as moral truth. Necessary Being was not a fallacy to either Aristotle or Aquinas, and has never been a fallacy to those, such as Dante, whose philosophical anthropology is grounded in those moral traditions. According to this viewpoint, freedom and morality are grounded in Being, and are therefore necessary attributes of human nature. To be human is to actively exercise the rational and moral faculties in pursuit of the complete fulfilment.

The modern world no longer shares this view of morality. It should come as no surprise, then, that modernity has been floundering in a moral sense, given the rejection of a purpose-driven metaphysics of being. Separated from ontological nature, human reason cannot ground morality, and thereby realise freedom, in anything other than reason itself. In light of this moral failure, morality fractures into a myriad of positions - emotivism, expressivism, perspectivism, situationism etc. These are not moral positions at all but rationalisations of individual subjective opinion and preference. The result, inevitably, is the dissolution of morality into competing value positions, not one of which can claim validity or veridity over the others. Rationalised modernity has destroyed the overarching moral framework of pre-modern society and is incapable of generating the moral resources to take its place. The world of competing subjective values lacks a unifying moral framework, with the sphere of diminishing morality coming to be increasingly occupied by law and political institutions. External regulation takes the place of inner regulation.

So how do we explain the nature of Dante’s enduring appeal? There is no doubting Dante’s greatness as a poet, the enchanting way that he makes images and casts shapes with words, rhythms and rhymes. That is enough to draw people in. But to hold them, much more is required. Dante conveys a message through his poetry, and Dante wants that message to be understood, accepted and acted upon. Dante affirms truths which he considered to be eternal above time and place, truths which he held to be essential to human experience and complete human fulfilment. If Dante is correct – and I believe he was – then it should come as no surprise at all that his work endures – it articulates in the most sublime language the most essential aspects of the human condition – the quest for meaning, knowing and being. We can call it the quest for the good, the quest for self-knowledge. For Dante, it was the quest for God. The fact that the moderns have stopped looking – or think they have stopped looking – only begs the question and states the predicament. The quest for meaning is what defines the human being as human. Human beings will invest that meaning in something or someone. But the complete fulfilment of the human essence requires a reunion with what Dante calls the Highest Essence. It’s the search that defines humanity, that draws us out of sensual immediacy so that we may find ourselves in a bigger picture. Home. 

It doesn’t matter that many in the modern world reject the truths that Dante sets before us. These truths speak to the most basic longing in the human soul, the thirst for meaning. Plato refers to thymos, the part of the soul that thirsts for justice. For Dante, justice is bounded by and supported by love. Dante wasn’t just preaching to the converted. In an important sense, Dante was out to convert. And he succeeds in doing this by touching the roots of the human soul. Dante wrote for all those lost and isolated souls, all those in despair, and sought to set them on the right path, the path to beatitude. 

Dante forces us to challenge and refine our own beliefs; even more, he forces us to address our lack of them. The poet Friedrich Schiller characterised modernity in terms of die Entgotterung der Nature. This term describes the rationalisation of the modern world as the dedivinization or dis-godding of nature (Herman 1981: 57). This dis-godding empties the world of its moral significance, denudes it of purposes and ends, so that it comes to be reduced to merely external matter. Dante is all the more appealing on account of being so alien in this benighted land. Dante intrigues. He offers a little glimpse of perfection that those living in the wasteland of modern times have long since lost sight of. But that perfection continues to exist, as a latency within the soul. We may not see it, but our psyche aches for it all the more in its absence. Dante’s words speak directly to the soul of every woman and every man. And we respond, quite naturally. Dante awakens the soul from its slumbers. 

In his various works, the moral philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre asks us to imagine what life would be like if every bit of scientific knowledge that we have should suddenly disappear. Collapse and chaos would undoubtedly ensue. MacIntyre then tells us that this is precisely the situation of morality in the modern world. Every piece of moral knowledge that we once took to be true has been shredded and disgarded. The result is a moral wasteland. (MacIntyre 1983, 1987, 1990, 2006; McMylor 1994).

But our predicament is not irremediable. Dante offers us hope that we may journey from the dark woods of the world of the senses we are lost in to Paradise. Dante’s words move us. More than that, they get us moving. We are supposed not only to get the message, but to act on it. 

All of us, at some point in our lives, experience moments when we lose sight of our life’s purpose and come to be mired in life’s problems and distractions, the myriad barriers and impediments that obstruct our vision. Dante reveals that this is an ineliminable, indeed essential, part of the human condition, setting us a challenge to which we must respond. This struggle is a spiritual struggle insofar as it forces us to reach within ourselves and find the soul within. Dante’s journey from despair to hope is a universal experience in that it is a journey which we all must make as a condition of bringing the soul to bear upon our existence. Through the descent into the Inferno, the ascent through Purgatory, and finally the entry into Paradise, Dante illuminates a number of timeless truths which together form the perennial philosophy. Dante enables us to make sense of and find meaning in our own journey through life as the activation and fulfilment of the human soul. Dante is a profoundly spiritual guide as we proceed down life’s pathways, negotiating and resolving any number of moral dilemmas as we go. Dante’s journey tells a tale of spiritual growth, showing how the reunion of origin and end brings a flourishing community of healthy living souls in unision. Dante teaches harmony as reconciliation. But he shows at the same time that this end of peace and tranquility has to be earned by moral choice and endeavour. The easiest thing is to succumb to immediacy and become mired in egoistic desire and despair, destroying the self, the soul within, and the community without. Disconnected from others, we become disconnected from our inner selves, we lose sight of God. At this point, we either succumb to despair or stand, turn and face our fears. We may choose Heaven, we may choose Hell – the point is that we have choice. Dante can guide us, but we must make the journey on our own. That is what spiritual growth is all about. In choosing to make the journey, we are determining to begin the challenging process of unfolding our own soul’s desire within. We begin to find our way back to the right path and, at journey’s end, we find we have fulfilled our life’s purpose. Dante’s timeless wisdom shows us the right path leading to journey’s end. It is up to us whether we choose to walk that path. As Alan Jones writes, Dante is ‘the soul’s guide’, his timeless truths are designed to activate the soul’s of each of us and all of us. Dante’s Comedy is indeed the ‘Divine’ Comedy in that it shows how the connection with our own selves and with others comes with the reunion with God. But it is a profoundly humane comedy in that it speaks to the essential humanity of each and all. Alan Jones writes beautifully here:





We may choose to be frozen in the Hell of despair, or we may choose to act on the possibility of happiness at journey’s end, we may choose hope. Dante says choose hope. And he’s right.

Anyone still in touch with their essential humanity cannot fail to be moved by Dante’s depiction of beatitude as a transcendental vision. The ‘sweetness’ of courtly love and earthly beatitude is transcended by the joy of celestial beatitude. In Dante, sensual happiness is transcended through the most complete fulfilment. And that is an experience that moves us all. Dante’s message is that the pursuit of God is a transforming experience which joins intellect and love together. For Dante, perception and passion go together so that knowledge is both cognitive and affective. Knowledge is also self-knowledge, something that transforms the inner world as it transforms the outer world. (Boyde 1993).

The central message of the Comedy concerns the conversion and transformation which leads to beatitude. There should be no mistake about this: Dante is a poet with a profound philosophical-theological message. The modern reader who cannot share Dante’s faith but enjoys the poetic effect of Dante’s words has no option but to practise what Coleridge called 'that willing suspension of disbelief for the moment, which constitutes poetic faith'. If they do this out of poetic faith, I can guarantee that Dante will have them engaged in a transforming experience that turns them into a believer. Dante doesn’t just aim to move, he aims to turn us around by journey’s end. 

The reader cannot but be moved and turned around by Dante’s message. To read Dante is to embark on a journey based on an interplay between the evil that blocks the path to beatitude, the hatred of that evil, and the love that beatifies. To repeat, Dante aims to move us and turn us with his message – he makes us take a stand, take sides, and act. There is no neutral ground here. There are no words here employed for idle effect. Dante draws out the moral being that lies at the core of our humanity. We live or die on a moral terrain, there is no third option. And which side of the divide we fall is our own choice.

Dante's poetry fuses style and substance, form and content, sound and message, word and meaning. Dante aims to convert those men and women who have strayed from the path and who are lost without hope in the dark woods of despair. So, of course, Dante is timely. The message is universal and eternal. Dante confirms believers and converts non-believers. And he can do this because his poetic genius has the power to make us both sharpen our belief or challenge our non-belief. Dante’s poetry possesses a bewitching combination of idealism and realism, allowing us to find the one in the other. Those who set out on Dante’s journey out of sheer enjoyment of the beauty of the words will slowly but surely find the power and meaning of the message seeping into the soul. If they still possess one.
The Comedy strikes a constant note of hope, and this rings throughout. The ascent becomes easier and more musical the closer the pilgrim is to journey’s end. 

Ridendo allora Bëatrice disse: "Inclita vita per cui la larghezza de la nostra basilica si scrisse, fa risonar la speme in questa altezza.”

Then, smiling, Beatrice said: 'Illustrious living soul, you who wrote of the abundant gifts of our heavenly court, make Hope resound here at this height.’
[Paradiso XXV 28-31]

The Commedia resonates because it strikes a universal chord within each and all. Dante speaks to the heart and soul of all humankind, arousing feelings and inspiring human aspiration, despite an awareness of how far the world falls short of the ideal order. It's the easiest thing in the world to despair. Dante’s Hell and Purgatory is full of those who foreclosed the ending out of despair. It’s so easy to pursue desire, to mistake the immediacy revealed by the senses to be the one and only possible world, and hence become absorbed in physical matter. It takes real moral and intellectual courage to Hope and to act out of Hope. And the bravest and most terrifying act in all the world is to give your heart. 

Ne l'ordine ch'io dico sono accline 
tutte nature, per diverse sorti, 
più al principio loro e men vicine; 

onde si muovono a diversi porti 
per lo gran mar de l'essere, e ciascuna 
con istinto a lei dato che la porti. 

Questi ne porta il foco inver' la luna; 
questi ne' cor mortali è permotore; 
questi la terra in sé stringe e aduna; 

'In that order, all natures have their bent 
according to their different destinies, 
whether nearer to their source or farther from it. 

'They move, therefore, toward different harbors 
upon the vastness of the sea of being, 
each imbued with instinct that impels it on its course. 

'This instinct carries fire toward the moon, 
this is the moving force in mortal hearts, 




In which case we have no option but to get moving. We live in hope or die in despair. Dante knew that despair was the easiest and most obvious option to take. He also knew it to be false.

Ahi anime ingannate e fatture empie,    
che da sì fatto ben torcete i cuori, 
drizzando in vanità le vostre tempie! 

Ah, souls beguiled, creatures without reverence, 
who wrench your hearts away from so much good 




The modern world panders to the ego, to selfish desire, and the result is not human freedom but a myriad emptinesses. Dante promises us fullness; he gives us hope. He promises to ‘restore man to the fullness of his life’ (riparar l'omo a sua intera vita (Paradiso VII 104). He gives us a world ‘full of living power’ (viva vertute, Paradiso XII 59); full of joy (Paradiso II 28), the ‘fullest bloom’ (Paradiso XXII 57). Dante holds out the promise of ‘fulfilment in the highest sphere, where all desires are fulfilled’, s'adempierà in su l'ultima spera, ove s'adempion tutti li altri (Paradiso XXII 62-63). 

Ivi è perfetta, matura e intera ciascuna disïanza; 




"Leva la testa e fa che t'assicuri: 
ché ciò che vien qua sù del mortal mondo, 
convien ch'ai nostri raggi si maturi." 

'Lift up your head and then take heart, 
for all that comes here from the mortal world 









2 Seeker, Poet and Creator
I should make it clear from the beginning that I am very far from being a Dante scholar or expert. This is a labour of love for me, not some bloodless academic exercise, as valuable as such a thing may be. The beauty of the words, the power of the imagery and the general sense of undertaking a meaningful journey with the promise of a happy ending is more than enough to have me following in Dante’s footsteps. I am still on the journey. I am reading Dante the way I think the poet intended himself to be read – existentially, experientially, transformatory – making both being and knowing integral to living. So, I dare say, I may have got many of the minor points wrong. But I am certain I have got the message and its meaning right, and that’s the main thing.

The critic William Cook argues that the best way to read the Comedy is first as a seeker, then as a poet and finally as a creator. I can’t judge Dante as a poet. I have no expertise in the area at all. But I’ll guess that Dante is one of the very finest of poets, at the very top in the upper echelons.

For me, above all, Dante offers an integral conception of aesthetics-poetics-ethics. Ethics, in this sense, includes both philosophy and theology. The journey from seeker of truth to a creator in a moral universe is the very stuff of philosophy and theology. It’s the stuff of life. Dante unites theory and practice. The search for truth, the pursuit of self-knowledge and the living of the examined life define the moral and philosophical quest of human beings. A seeker is someone who has optimism enough to believe in a world of truth, meaning, purpose. To search for something implies a belief in its existence in the first place. By ending this search in an active sense of moral growth connected to the ‘Supreme Goodness’ of the universe (Paradiso VIII 142), Dante is the peerless poet-philosopher. And here he speaks my language. That is, I can see and appreciate the philosophical power and depth of Dante’s mind and his poetic message. (Boyde 1981).

In What is Enlightenment?, the philosopher Immanuel Kant defines the motto of enlightenment thus: Sapere aude! Have courage to use your own understanding! (Kant 1991:54). Dante has all the philosopher’s courage and commitment to pursue knowledge in these terms, a quest leading to human fulfilment. But much more than even this, for Dante, knowledge is self-knowledge, knowledge associated with virtue. We understand the truth by living it. But Dante’s genius is to connect that personal striving with the universal good. Dante sees that, however personal the journey we make, it is a journey which we all must make in pursuit of fulfilment. We are not just reliant on our own judgement but connect with and relate to a greater frame. Virtue and knowledge may have personal significance but they are not selfish pursuits.

Considerate la vostra semenza: fatti non foste a viver come bruti, ma per seguir virtute e canoscenza.

Consider how your souls were sown:
you were not made to live your lives like brutes or beasts,




‘Consider well the seed that gave you birth’, Mandelbaum translates. Human beings are born with innate potentialities to be actualised and exercised. That’s both a moral and a physical growth. That’s virtue as its own reward. Mandelbaum translates ‘virtute e canoscenza’ as ‘work and knowledge.’ Work? Work and virtue are one and the same when we consider Dante’s emphasis on virtuous action. Work as the creative unfolding of the human essence is also the pursuit of virtue. In acquiring the virtues, human beings realise their creative essence. In this sense, knowledge is also a self-knowledge pertaining to the character of human beings as agents realising the good. And we do indeed need to consider well the question of self-knowledge. The passage above is delivered by Ulysses, prior to embarking upon a ‘mad flight’ that ends in disaster. Dante’s point is that virtue and knowledge need to be tempered by love and justice, by duty and moral responsibility. Dante did indeed consider well what it is to be human, and he avoids the hubris that results from an overweening concern with knowledge and virtue as power over against nature, nature within and nature without.

So, I may not be a Dante scholar, but I understand his quest and I see that his journey is our journey as rational and moral beings invested with the natural light of reason, what St Thomas Aquinas called lux naturalis. That moral and intellectual power means that we are capable of ascending the levels to reach the moral centre at the heart of the universe. So I am addressing fellow seekers who are capable of recognising the goodness and grace inherent in things, and who have the courage to become co-creators within this moral universe.

Is that a philosophical quest? It certainly used to be. I’ll state my position immediately – it’s the Aristotelian and Thomist tradition of flourishing well within the commitment to the common good. D.J. O’Connor made a brave effort to give this tradition an analytical treatment in Aquinas and the Natural Law (1967). However, in the main, the modern trend has been against this approach. Certainly, the world of analytical Anglophone philosophy is inimical to the essentialist and teleological tradition. Wittgenstein’s conclusion at the end of the Tractatus pretty much sums up the indifference, even antipathy here: ‘What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence.' 

The analytical philosopher A. J. Ayer boasted of never having read a single word of Thomas Aquinas. That’s fine. I have read Ayer. He is logical and clear insofar as he goes. "Thus we may define an object of thought as follows: 'A is thinking of X if and only if either (i) A is using certain symbols of which at least one designates X, or (2) there is a Y such that A is using certain symbols of which at least one designates Y and it is a fact that X is Y . . .' (2 further conditions)." (Ayer 1947: 13). The case for analytical clarity and logical rigour is that it allows us to separate sense from non-sense. But just how far can reason be pushed when life itself, human life in particular, is only one part rational? How narrow and how restrictive is reason? What of reason with its moral dimension in place? What does analytical philosophy have to say about those many areas of life which are not strictly rational in any clear and distinct sense?

The fact that analytical philosophy has nothing relevant to say about the Thomist tradition reveals more about logical positivism than it does about Thomism. Applied rigorously, analytical philosophy ends in silence. Once logic is pushed so far, words can no longer convey meaning on the big questions. It’s not that there is nothing to say, just that language analysed to extremes cannot say it. So much the worse, then, for philosophy and so much the better for poetry, literature, art and religion.

Logical positivism didn’t so much see the big themes of life clearly as see through them as so much indistinct colour and noise. 'The sole remaining task for philosophy is the analysis of language,' argued Wittgenstein. ‘What a comedown from the great tradition of philosophy from Aristotle to Kant!’ responds scientist Stephen Hawking. And Hawking is right.





Except that coming to know the mind of God requires more than reason in this scientific sense. It requires reason with its ethical component firmly in the driving seat. And it requires intellect and love, for reasons I shall give throughout this piece. The quest for meaning is certainly understandable by everyone; it’s a quest we all share.

The point I wish to stress most of all here is that Dante’s poetic vision and message is firmly grounded in the Aristotelian and Thomist tradition. It is worth spending some time spelling out what that entails. For St. Thomas Aquinas, the goodness which he conceives as perfective or fulfilling, as a properly human action constituting the moral life, is always a movement to what perfects or fulfils the agent whose movement it is. St Thomas conceives human beings as creatures with intellect and will, who are drawn to certain goals appropriate to their human, that is, their rational, status. For St Thomas, properly human action (actiones humanae) is 'moral action' and is always a voluntary aiming on the part of human beings for an end perceived as good. The foundation of morality lies in the fact that human beings by nature desire or are attracted to what perfects and fulfils them. 'Because in all things whatsoever there is an appetite for completion', 'the final end to which each moves marks its own perfect and fulfilling good.' (quoted in Davies 1993 ch 12). It is movement of this kind that I want to stress as the key figure in Dante’s comedy as the journey to knowledge as self-knowledge.

This knowledge involves more than reason. In Paradiso I 118-120, Dante writes of those created things ‘that have both intellect and love.’ Brendan Sammon (2008) holds that the intellect as an act of love is one of the most salient themes of medieval poetics, as put forth most clearly in the thought of Thomas Aquinas and Dante Alighieri. If, as Ozanam has noted, one finds in Dante “a philosophy expressed in the most melodious language of Europe,” it is because this melody was always gestating in the womb of scholasticism, waiting for the proper conditions to enter the world. Sammon argues that Thomas Aquinas was central in forging these conditions, not so much because he was the “prince of the Scholastics,” but because his thought, as Thomas Gilby notes, “far from being opposed to poetry, allows for a real experience of things, which, by its closeness and wholeness, is above and not below the life of reason.” 

That view of poetry is certainly Dante’s. It comes through clearly in the following passage from the Paradiso:





What has any of this to do with A.J. Ayer and Logical Positivism? Well, nothing and everything. I shall be tracing these ideas throughout what follows. Ayer and Logical Positivism have nothing to offer on love, let alone on the intellect as an act of love, nothing on being, let alone life as an act-of-being. Silence, I suggest, will fall on the analytical tradition, not on the human quest for meaning. The fact that philosophy or science, clinging to a narrowed methodology, cannot ask let alone answer certain questions does not render those questions meaningless. It just means that such a philosophy and such a science has nothing to say on these questions. And so I shall have nothing more to say on Ayer and his ilk, other than that analytical tools are, in their very precision and sophistication, too thin for the job at hand.

The analytic tradition of Logical Positivism narrowed the scope of philosophy to such an extent that Wittgenstein could claim that: 'The sole remaining task for philosophy is the analysis of language.' And that is indeed a comedown. Wittgenstein further argued that ‘if a question can at all be put, it can for that reason be answered’. The problem with that approach is that the most crucial questions of human existence, from God to the good life, come to be dismissed as non-questions. Walled up in words and concepts, philosophers leave the big questions of life and reality untouched.  Yet these questions are an essential part of the human condition and do not go away because philosophy declares them to be meaningless, because a narrowed philosophical methodology cannot ask them, let alone answer them. This self-abnegation of philosophy invites colonisation by amoral science on the one side and arational poetry, art, literature, and religion on the other. That doesn’t necessarily imply immoralism and irrationalism. Those things follow if we fail to integrate the various ways of knowing. How are we to anchor reason in moral truth? We need an approach that pulls all sides shining a different light on different aspects of reality together. The danger is that, in such philosophically straitened circumstances, human beings may well come to invest some very dubious objects with a transcendental meaning they are incapable of living up to. The false idols of money and power are all around us, all issuing false promises of salvation.

So, I argue against the great philosophical retreat from the big questions of life. Against Ayer and his ilk, I would argue that the bulk of the crucial questions of human life, from God to the good life, are not meaningless, simply beyond the limited tools of analytical meaning. No workman employs tools so sophisticated, so concerned with precision, that they break or barely make a dent when trying to get the job done. Human beings are engaged in a search for meaning. Analytical equipment which turns up nothing but meaninglessness is likely to be abandoned as inadequate to the job in hand.

Silence? Certainly. Since analytical philosophy clearly has nothing to say on such questions, we have to decide whether to pass those questions or philosophy over in silence. The fact that the questions don’t go away suggests that they are meaningful to human beings. They are an integral part of being human. Here, analytical philosophy has nothing to offer. So much the worse for analytical philosophy. Few are persuaded by the answer that such questions are meaningless. It’s a cop-out, and people know it. Seven hundred years on, Dante remains a remarkably relevant figure. Can the same be said of any of the works of the Logical Positivists? Who, these days, reads Ayer’s Thinking and Meaning? or Language, Truth and Logic? I do. I prefer Dante. Dante has something to say. Dante makes a glass eye see. Ayer puts it to sleep.

So I set out with a view that the poet Dante is more philosophically relevant in the places where it matters – in the lives, loves and longings of ‘ordinary’ men and women whose extraordinary quest for meaning in their lives is a quest for knowledge as self-knowledge, a quest for the examined life. That may mean nothing to an analytical tradition more concerned with metaethics than with ethics, for whom morality is nothing more than cheering what one likes and booing what one dislikes. But that merely serves to underline what I like most about Dante – that sense of moral truth grounded in objective reality. It’s time to exorcise the ghost of G.E. Moore. Dante’s world is not a world of cacophonous value judgements and irreducible subjective opinions that circulate in their own inanity. Dante’s universe is a moral universe. And Dante makes us take sides in the eternal battle between good and evil, right and wrong. Dante has those who were the slowest in taking a moral stand on earth queue up for the longest time on the lowest terrace of Purgatory. 

Dante affirms that the journey of life has an end. A philosophy that merely clouds its vision the more it sharpens its lenses is an irrelevance, of no use to men and women who want answers to key existential questions. And I maintain that these questions are existential. And Dante knew that, ultimately, we can only answer these questions ourselves. 




 God as artist and artificier creator and creation 
Philosophy begins in wonder, declared Plato. The fact of coming-into-being is the cause for wonder for Dante. Steiner cites Wittgenstein's view that boundless amazement is the only appropriate response to the existence of the world as one that Dante could have expressed. ‘They share also a sense of the incommensurability of that existence. It and its bounds of meaning are, as modern logical theory would express it, 'non-computable' to human reason, to its linguistic means and scientific investigations. The Paradise is the summa of Dante's systematic wonder. One comes to hear it as a dialectical hymn - verse and antiphon - on the blinding evidence and incommensurability of the verb 'to be'.’ (Steiner 2001: 85-86).

St Thomas Aquinas, of course, proceeds from essence as a static and passive condition to existence as an active state. To be is to live. Aquinas affirms the act-of-being over being, asserting the primacy of existence over essence. If ‘to be or not to be’ really is the question, then Dante follows the footsteps of St Thomas in answering it in the affirmative. Aquinas emphasises the shift from Being as a given essence to being as an active, living, thinking, choosing experience, an existential condition. Being human is precisely what Dante is about.

But Dante drew upon a wide range of sources.





Dante uses this image of God as eternofonte when addressing Piccarda Donati, describing God's 'peace in motion' as oceanic. Our oceanic origins and home.

E 'n la sua volontade è nostra pace:
ell' è quel mare al qual tutto si move 
ciò ch'ella crïa o che natura face." 

'And in His will is our peace. 
It is to that sea all things move, 




Steiner continues: ‘the rays of light are arrows actually 'shooting forth' created beings (a scriptural conceit which Aquinas commented on in his De caelo). The Prime Archer never misses. Each shot is perfectly intentional and intentionally perfect.’ (Steiner 2001 ch 2).

Questi ne porta il foco inver' la luna; 
questi ne' cor mortali è permotore; 
questi la terra in sé stringe e aduna; 

né pur le creature che son fore 
d'intelligenza quest' arco saetta, 
ma quelle c'hanno intelletto e amore. 

La provedenza, che cotanto assetta, 
del suo lume fa 'l ciel sempre quïeto 
nel qual si volge quel c'ha maggior fretta; 

e ora lì, come a sito decreto,
cen porta la virtù di quella corda 
che ciò che scocca drizza in segno lieto. 

'This instinct carries fire toward the moon, 
this is the moving force in mortal hearts, 
this binds the earth to earth and makes it one. 

'This bow impels not just created things 
that lack intelligence, but also those 
that have both intellect and love. 

'Providence, which regulates all this, 
makes with its light forever calm the heaven 
that contains the one that whirls with greatest speed, 

'and there now, as to a place appointed, 
the power of that bowstring bears us,  




As the figure of the bow suggests, this is eros, denoting the eroticisation of knowledge in the combination of ‘intellect and love’. Dante’s universe is a joyous, animated universe of purposes in the process of being realised. The world is a field of materialist immanence whose moving force drives creation and unites two as the one single substance. (Holmes 2008). 
Alan Jones recognises Dante’s formidable intellectual tools, Plato, Aristotle and St. Thomas Aquinas. ‘In the end, though, he comes to the silent adoration and contemplation of the One whose eros not only made the sun and the other stars but also drew the divine down to earth to be with us. Dante believed that we are deeply related to and connected with God. Our irresistible longing (eros) has moved us through the circles of hell and up the terraces of purgation toward the uniquely Desirable One. The divine Eros finally unites us with the One who desires us.’ (Jones 1995: 168). Dante affirms the freedom to come home to oneself. This knowledge is both cognitive and affective, combining intellect and love in the One.

For Dante, God is artist and craftsman-artificer (artista or artefice). (Boyde 1981). He creates as does the craftsman, "sicut artifex rerum artificatarum". God so cherishes His creations that He does not leave them out of His sight. 





Even miracles are in accordance with this ordering. As proof of God’s existence, Dante offers those products where Nature never heated the iron nor beat the anvil. The world we live in is more than a self-created human world. We see ourselves as parts of a greater whole.

E io: "La prova che 'l ver mi dischiude,
son l'opere seguite, a che natura 
non scalda ferro mai né batte incude."

And I: 'The proof that revealed the truth to me 
are the works that followed, for which nature 






 God as maker 
Matter can, however, be "deaf" to the artist-craftsman's design: "la materia e sorda." And matter can fail to answer to "l'intenzione de I'arte". 

Vero è che, come forma non s'accorda 
molte fïate a l'intenzion de l'arte, 
perch' a risponder la materia è sorda, 

così da questo corso si diparte 
talor la creatura, c'ha podere 
di piegar, così pinta, in altra parte; 

e sì come veder si può cadere 
foco di nube, sì l'impeto primo 
l'atterra torto da falso piacere. 

'It is true that as a work will often fail 
to correspond to its intended form, its matter 
deaf and unresponsive to the craftsman's plan, 

'so sometimes a creature, having the capacity 
to swerve, will, thus impelled, head off another way, 
in deviation from the better course 

'and, just as sometimes we see fire 
falling from a cloud, just so the primal impulse, 




Both Aquinas and Dante see in Nature the "unsteady hand" of a secondary making. (Par XIII 78). There are many ways by which the empirical world can falsify and betray the divine blueprint of its Creator. The end of human creation becomes the restoration of the original divine plan. We come to see ourselves in and know ourselves to be part of something greater.

In Dante’s poetics of the transcendent, fact and fiction become one. His vision concludes in the union of divine authorship and human poiesis bringing together creator, creativity and creation. Poets, says Plato, are liars. "Not I," comes Dante’s firm response. In exile, Dante contests the ban that Plato placed upon the poets. In the Commedia, Dante refutes the charge brought against poets and poetry. (Steiner 2001: 88; Rubin 2004: 126).

 Creation extends to the just society 





I would describe the peculiar greatness of Dante in terms of his architectonics, the way the parts fit each other and complement each other so perfectly as to form a seamless whole. In this way, Dante is able to recognize the harmony and order inherent in the universe, reproduce them in his own thought and encourage us to reproduce them in the social world around us. I would compare Dante’s work to the fabric and furnishings of the great Gothic cathedrals, in the way that the symmetry, the sublimity and the beauty are contained within the design of the whole soaring structure. Dante integrates, synthesises but at the same time makes irreducibly vital the reciprocities of metaphysics and aesthetics and politics with regard to creation and being. (Moevs 2005). St Thomas Aquinas emphasised be-ing as an existence that actively moves beyond essence as a passive and static condition. This living, existential quality of being as an active is at the core of Dante’s knowing. Dante's understanding of theology is informed and deep. And his faith is animated by reason. Dante understands and engages with issues in a philosophical sense, in terms of both theoretical and practical reason. All of this informs Dante’s poetic architectonics.

There is no doubting Dante’s poetic achievement. The quality of the language alone would suffice to explain Dante’s enduring appeal. Petrarch acknowledged Dante as the Prince of Italian poets in having composed in the common tongue of the people. The vernacular unites, makes friends out of strangers. Boccaccio went even further and spoke of Dante as the Divine Poet. Dante united the human and the divine, by seeing the divine in the human and having the human see the divine. The human comedy and the divine comedy were one and the same.

According to Cornelius, Italian art has been strong and vigorous the more it has worked under Dante's influence, weak and sensuous the less Dante’s influence has been. At the height of the Renaissance, with the recovery of Greek thought and style, Michelangelo wrote sonnets which exalted Dante above all others.

Into the dark abyss he made his way;
Both nether worlds he saw, and in the might
Of his great soul beheld God's splendour bright,
And gave to us on earth true light of day:
Star of supremest worth with its clear ray,

Heaven's secrets he revealed to us through our dim sight;
And had for guerdon what the base world's spite:
Oft gives to souls that noblest grace display,

Full ill was Dante's life-work understood,
His purpose high, by that ungrateful state,
That welcomed all with kindness but the good.

Would I were such, to bear like evil fate,
To taste his exile, share his lofty mood.
For this I'd gladly give all earth calls great.  

It takes one to know one. Michelangelo could sculpt, paint and construct with words as well as physical things – and with these words he expresses the view that he would be willing to give all that earth calls great, simply to share the exalted state that Dante reached through exile. Michelangelo was famously immodest, and yet he pays fulsome tribute to Dante's genius. 

What should be said of him speech may not tell;
His splendor is too great for men's dim sight;
And easier 'twere to blame his foes aright
Than for his poorest gifts to praise him well.
He tracked the path that leads to depths of Hell

To teach us wisdom, scaled the eternal height,
And heaven with open gates did him invite,
Who in his own loved city might not dwell.

Ungrateful country step-dame of his fate,
To her own loss: full proof we have in this
That souls most perfect bear the greatest woe.

Of thousand things suffice in this to state:
No exile ever was unjust as his,
Nor did the world his equal ever know.

I take it on authority that the non-Italian cannot appreciate the remarkable range and power of Dante's linguistic pyrotechnics and verbal dexterity. Even so, the interplay of words, images and ideas suffices to justify Michelangelo’s assessment to my English eyes. It is an assessment shared by others. Dean Church's classic essay has defined the critical view of Dante in the English speaking world.

"The Divina Commedia is one of the landmarks of history. More than a magnificent poem, more than the beginning of a language and the opening of a national literature, more than the inspirer of art and the glory of a great people, it is one of those rare and solemn monuments, of the mind's power which measure and test what it can reach to, which rise tip ineffaceably and forever as time goes on, marking out its advance by grander divisions than its centuries, and adopted as epochs by the consent of all who come after.
It stands with the Iliad and Shakespeare's Plays, with the writings of Aristotle and Plato, with the Novum Organon and the Principia, with Justinian's Code, with the Parthenon and St. Peter's. It is the first Christian Poem, and it opens European literature as the Iliad did that of Greece and Rome.




The Commedia can never be ‘out of date’. Like the Gothic cathedrals, the message endures because it is of eternity. The poem retains its ‘relevance’. As time unfolds, so it exposes more of the message contained within. So long as human beings retain their essential humanity, and remain on nodding terms with their souls, so they will continue to quest for meaning and purpose, and so they will yearn for something beyond the immediate material aspect of being. Dante’s Commedia is an existential poem and speaks directly to the spiritual side of the essential being of each and all. So long as this being remains human being, it will respond to the message contained in the Commedia. Church is worth quoting at length on this point:

"Those who know the Divina Commedia best will best know how hard it is to be the interpreter of such a mind; but they will sympathize with the wish to call attention to it. They know, and would wish others also to know, not by hearsay, but by experience, the power of that wonderful poem. They know its austere yet submitting beauty; they know what force there is in its free and earnest and solemn verse to strengthen, to tranquillize, to console.

"Dante fixed the Italian language, and everyone had to tread in his vestiges….he produced in La Commedia Divina the one poem of modern Europe that counterbalances Shakespeare and challenges antiquity. This is the sole book which makes it a real pity for anyone to be ignorant of Italian. Regarded singly, it is much the most astonishing poem in the world, dwarfing all others by its theme, pulverizing most of them by its majesty and sustainment, unique in the force of its paraded personality and the thunderous reverberation of its judgments on the living and the dead."


4 Dante and Shakespeare
The idea that Dante ‘counterbalances’ Shakespeare is worth examining further. In Grammars of Creation (2001), George Steiner writes that ‘the contrast with Shakespeare is compelling. Yet, to my knowledge, and unsurprisingly, it has never been pressed home.’ (Steiner 2001: 66). Well, frankly, who could? Apart from intellect, that would require some nerve. ‘Interpretation of the inmost is possible only among peers - Coleridge on Wordsworth, Akhmatova on Pushkin, Auden on Yeats. There are magnitudes and complexities of vision before which ordinary scholarship and criticism are lamed. Only the facts can be made out.’ (Steiner 2001: 66).

It seems redundant to say I am in agreement. Dante makes the idea of philosophy as ascent not only comprehensible but sublime. As George Steiner writes: Dante 'organizes, makes irreducibly vital, the reciprocities of religious, metaphysical and aesthetic codes in respect of being and of generation. Dante's apprehension of theology is schooled and profound. No faith is more innervated by thought. He engages with philosophical issues at the highest level of general perception and technicality (Dante was a logician of the intuitive). There is - banality - no greater poet, none in whom the summa of knowledge, of imagining, of formal construction is made to reveal itself in language more commensurate to its purpose.' (Steiner 2001: 63-64). 

Dante is a towering figure in the history of philosophic theology, or theological philosophy, depending on where the accent falls. And he's a political philosopher of the first rank. Here, Dante’s principal concern was to establish the foundations of unity and peace between the fractious city-states of northern Italy. But his attempt to discern the common good in a context of particularism is of much wider significance in time and space. Ultimately, Dante’s end was universal peace in a world state. In his new book, Al Gore argues for a universal planetary ethic in order to deal with social and environmental issues. I agree. But here, the world is catching up with Dante’s attempts in De Monarchia to form the fragmented and atomised world of current politics into a consistent and united whole. De Monarchia was written in 1310-13, that is, exactly seven hundred years ago. Ask yourself this question, how many of today’s thinkers will be so lauded in the thirtieth century?

T. S. Eliot read the Comedy throughout his life, hoping that he would develop the maturity to follow Dante to the limits and beyond. Eliot was in his sixties when he read the Paradiso. Which seems a pity. I would argue that the point of the Commedia is to take us to Heaven so as to return us to Earth morally and psychologically prepared, equipped and ready to begin the journey for real. The poem, in other words, is designed to encourage us to act in our real lives, not our book lives, with deeds, not words.

Eliot realised that Dante and Shakespeare were different: "Dante and Shakespeare divide the modern world between them, there is no third." Is that divide as in competing world views, for and against? Or is that a more neutral sharing of the world, the one complementing the other? I feel that there is a real conflict of worldviews here. For Matthew Pearl, "Dante's half of the world enlarges every year." That’s a contrast and a competition, not a peaceful co-existence. 

So what is the difference between the two?

I say that Dante both descends and ascends, goes so deep within in order to soar so high. Shakespeare remains on the same level, observing the flatlands of everyday experience. That’s overly facile. Shakespeare does probe into the psyche. But before every Shakespearean scholar out there casts me into the Inferno, just bear with me. For all of Shakespeare’s exploration of the full range of human emotions, there is still a sense that we remain on the level of appearance, with notions of anything more real existing as mere phantoms and fantasies. Shakespeare covers it all. There is just a sense that all the characters are part of a play that never changes; we just inherit different roles, play the parts and repeat the words. Where does that world ever go? There is no sense of a journey whatsoever. No movement, other than the passing of the generations. Same names, same costumes, same dramas, same words. 

Eliot contends that one canto of the Commedia is the equivalent of a whole Shakespeare play, with the Commedia as a whole corresponding to the whole of Shakespeare's work. That still implies a certain equivalence, a sharing of the world. I think it’s what Eliot goes on to say that identifies the essential difference between the two: ‘Shakespeare gives the greatest width of human passion; Dante the greatest altitude and greatest depth."

I agree, but would add further that Dante is about much more than passion. And Dante gives us width as well as depth. Dante structures the whole human experience according to a journey that leads from somewhere to somewhere. Dante’s vision is a transcendental vision that places human experience within eternity. That vision is beyond time and place. A fantasy? Well, maybe poets are peddlers of lies and dreams. Maybe Plato was right to drive them out of his ideal republic. But Dante shows how we can merge fact and fiction in being the creators of our own cosmic drama.

Ezra Pound states that ‘It is part of Dante's aristocracy that he conceded nothing to the world, or to opinion—like Farinata [the Ghibelline general whose majestic bearing seems to diminish Hell] he met his reverses 'as if he held Hell in great disdain.' Shakespeare, by contrast, concedes, succeeds and repents in one swift, bitter line: 'I have made myself a motley to the view.'

Shakespeare concedes and submits to the world of appearance and opinion. Dante never gave in. We live in ‘a Secular Age’, a condition brilliantly analysed by Charles Taylor (2012). Those brought up in this secular age will find much that is incredulous in Dante, even obscure. Dante wrote with precision, in word and thought. The obscurity is ours. We no longer see the world in terms of metaphysical properties and purposes taking us to Paradise. We are so technically clever and industrially mighty as to be able to build our own paradisal state. John Ruskin writes of the ‘grotesque’ in Dante. Maybe. But there is not one page, not one word, written by Dante which contains even the merest hint of submission to Lucifer’s kingdom, whether that kingdom is in Hell or on Earth. In word and deed, Dante was never complicit with any of the ‘the Devil’s many vices’, ‘del diavol vizi assai’ (Inferno XXXIII 143). Trapped within the surface world of appearances, we make and confirm our Faustian bargains every day of our lives.
 
Dante knew that there was a reality more ultimate than the one presented immediately to the senses. Shakespeare was a sceptic. Shakespeare’s scepticism is, like Montaigne’s, one that liberates. It makes no sense to cling hard to truths when the world is but shadowy illusion. In all odds, we will be in the wrong, whatever certainty we cling to. The scepticism of Shakespeare and Montaigne show us how to live in a condition of uncertainty, and avoid being enlisted in some collective madness which thinks that ‘the good’ can be achieved on a false prospectus. Such scepticism is certainly sane in an age of murderous collective delusions and fantasies, and is no mean achievement either (Bakewell 2010). But, ultimately, that scepticism shows us how to survive, not how to live. 

Dante was a man of faith. And reason. The two go together. The common good need not be a delusion and a fantasy that divides groups against each other. The universal may be a realistic and realisable ideal.

Part of the contrast between Dante and Shakespeare is attributable to the fact that they lived in different ages. Dante lived in an age of faith. Shakespeare lived as the modern age, the secular age, began to emerge, and he anticipated the moral predicament of modernity very well indeed. Shakespeare realised that we could no longer take that overarching moral framework of the age of faith for granted. Long before Max Weber characterised modernity as a polytheism of irreducible subjective opinion, Shakespeare saw the fracturing of the moral whole. 

Shakespeare lived in a Machiavellian world in which means prevailed over ends. Politics ceased to concern human self-realisation and instead became a technology of power wielded by elites in their struggles with each other. In plays such as King Lear and Macbeth, Shakespeare shows how the use of physical force to seize power is preceded by the destruction of sympathy and empathy, with love, pity, mercy, and forgiveness being cast out of human affairs. In these plays, he describes men justifying the use of any means which are deemed necessary to the end of power. This amounts to a reversion to Thrasymachus’ view that justice is the interests of the strongest, that might is right and prevails by whatever means are necessary in order to prevail. That is no longer the moral universe of Dante, but it sums up the  modern world well. Shakespeare suspected that the dissolution of the moral framework of the Medieval world was bringing about a cold, calculating, ruthless world in which all the old ties and solidarities that bound individuals together would be unravelled, and replaced with who knows what. Shakespeare gives no indication of what would replace the old restraints, and to be fair philosophers have been struggling with this question of how to reconcile individuality and communality ever since. Human beings are, as Aristotle argued, social animals, beings who individuate themselves only in society. But it has become increasingly difficult, on the basis of monetary ties, to keep the two aspects of the human character, individuality and sociality, together. In these conditions it is indeed wise to be sceptical of the counterfeit communities and collectivities that are generated in the absence of a genuine solidarity and commonality. But the moral impasse of modernity is not sustainable, and requires that we resolve that dualism of the particular and the universal, the private and the public, the individual and the community. Dante, I argue, gives us the moral architectonics that allow us to reconcile the two aspects of human nature, achieving a communion that recognises and enhances differentiation and uniqueness. Shakespeare gives us the tools to endure and survive the moral wasteland of modernity; Dante gives us the tools to take us ‘beyond the wasteland’, to employ Eliot’s apposite phrase.

We may read Shakespeare, but Dante reads us. He does so because he knows the reality and the universality and the immortality of the soul. Ezra Pound understood clearly that it was this depth which distinguished Dante: “There are works of art which are beautiful objects and works of art which are keys or passwords admitting one to a deeper knowledge, to a finer perception of beauty; Dante's work is of the second sort." For Pound, Dante's words possessed magic. (Giovanni 1974). Dante, no question, sought to move the world through his words. He shows the way forward for those lost in the wasteland of modern times. He can distinguish truths from falsehoods because he has that standard of ultimate reality. Without that standard, scepticism can get stuck in the quagmire of myriad desires and fantasies, even when recognising them for what they are. Where is the moral truth that shows the way out? The sceptic cannot show it. He doesn’t believe it exists. The best a sceptic can do is keep his distance from the myriad stupidities and hatreds that soon sweep over a world that has lost sense of the ultimate good. Montaigne built himself a tower and retreated into it. It’s an evasion, not a solution. For Sarah Bakewell, Montaigne offers a model of ‘how to live’ (Bakewell 2010). That’s wrong. Montaigne offers a model of how to live for some people, not all. We cannot all build towers and live in them. That option is available only to the few. Such liberation is elitist to the core. The moral indifference of the few comes with a price that the many have to pay. The masses are left to suffer the consequences of a world bereft of meaning and morality. Unless Montaigne’s tower is itself a model of Paradise, some transcendent and universal sphere we can all join, that is. That’s just not how it reads. 
There is an underlying pessimism to the sceptic position, a pessimism that, in the main, ‘the masses’ will remain as fickle and as vain and as ignorant and as violent as they always have been. Against this, I’m with Aristotle and his distinction between potential and actual, between human beings as they are and human beings as they could be. Dante is Aristotelian to the core in this sense. Montaigne’s tower is really a fortification, a bunker, an attempt to escape wasteland outside. It’s a cheat and a conceit. Aristotle is right. Human beings are social beings. And it follows from this that no one person can be free unless all persons are free; and all can be free only in relation to each other within society. (Habermas 1992:146). As Clark summarises Aristotle's position on social being: 'Man's being lies in community, in the unity of man with man’ (Clark 1975:107/8). And, I should add, and as Dante never lets us forget, with women.

At the beginning of the Commedia, Dante is lost in a dark wood. He doesn’t retreat to a tower, but presses on. He is threatened by three animals, symbolizing lust, pride, and greed. Dante is examining the human psyche and how it is manifested in human society. And that takes guts. Virgil, the personification of poetic insight, appears and guides him through the labyrinth of Hell, the place of those who are chained to their desires — the false loves of the egoistic self that serve to divert men and women from their true faculties and thereby deprive them of true joy. It’s that beyondness of everyday human concerns that really distinguishes Dante. He understands the everyday human psyche and its workings all too well. He also knows that this is not all that there is to human being, to actually being human. 
After Dante, literature retreats further and further away from those elevated realms of consciousness. People read Shakespeare with no expectation that they will become Shakespeare. The very idea of reading Shakespeare to become him seems ridiculous. Shakespearians admire the aesthetic distance, writes Harold Bloom (Bloom 1986). When they read about Prince Hal, they do not see their own faces on the battlefield. But they are trembling with Dante among the bodies whirling in Hell. In his words, "Who paints a figure, if he cannot be it, cannot draw it"—"Che pingefigura, se non pud esser lei, no la pud pone." Shakespeare and other great artists entertain us by putting human nature on display, but Dante plunges us into the psychology and sociology of our own being and offers a potent mix of shock therapy, creative praxis and mindful pursuit.

In short, with Shakespeare, we are watching a play; with Dante, we are in it. Dante submerges us in a moral universe in which we have to think and act for ourselves in a universal quest.

For George Steiner, the complete contrast that exists between Dante and Shakespeare has evident reasons. ‘Dante is a considerable figure in the history of western philosophic theology. He remains a political theorist of the first rank. We have noted that his explicit commentaries on language, on style, on rhetoric, on allegory represent criticism and semantics at their greatest strength. There are, in the Paradiso, sections in which the pressure of metaphysical and epistemological analyses or of a theory of history nearly deflect the lyric motion. Was there ever a consciousness less seduced by theory and by abstraction than Shakespeare's?’ (Steiner 2001: 67).

There is no discernible philosophy and no definable theology in Shakespeare, no systemic worldview, no moral truth. That position seems liberatory, in that it guards against the death-dealing illusions and fantasies to which human beings too easily fall prey. But is that all that the human mind and soul and imagination can conjure up? Dante affirms greater possibilities than this. He offers us a true freedom.

Shakespeare’s abstentionism puts off a T. S. Eliot and a Ludwig Wittgenstein. Whereas Dante comes alive when he engages with a theological or philosophical issue, Shakespeare remains neutral in the face of the extant. That’s certainly a defensible position, as with Montaigne. But it’s also an evasion. And there is always the danger of the sceptic becoming a captive of surface appearances. Those who are sceptical of any and all meaning in the world risk becoming lost in the dark wood of accident. What Marx wrote of Gustav Hugo applies here: 'He is a sceptic as regards the necessary essence of things, so as to be a courtier as regards their accidental appearance.’ (Marx and Engels Collected Works I 1975  204).

Dante was never a courtier, not in his politics, and not in his poetry. Ultimately – and I mean ultimately in the sense of a reality beyond immediate sensual experience and appearance – a sceptical doubt that never stops doubting sedates, silences and finally suppresses rather than liberates. As I said earlier, Dante reads our souls. ‘Thus Dante provides privileged access to almost the entirety of our theme, whereas Shakespeare's absence from this theme - he is its deus absconditus - renders such access problematic.’ (Steiner 2001: 69).

Yes, Shakespeare’s scepticism is liberating. And maybe the point to grasp is that the human condition is to keep asking questions rather than resolving them. But this simply begs the question. Ultimately, I prefer those thinkers who have the nerve and the nous to embark on the ascent because they think that there really is something ‘up there’, an end, a place to be, wherever that ultimate reality is located, and because they have the moral and intellectual courage to find it. If you believe that there is such a thing as scientific truth and moral truth, then you have to have a conception of the true, the good and the beautiful as something that inheres in an ultimate reality. And you are obliged to discover those qualities as an act of moral and intellectual commitment. This reality is intelligible if we ascend the levels of cognition from the lower regions of empirical necessity to the higher ground. Dante gives us that sense of the ultimate reality and sets us on our way, out of the darkness and into the light.

"Unask'd of you, yet freely I confess,
This is a human body which ye see.
That the sun's light is broken on the ground,
Marvel not: but believe, that not without
Virtue deriv'd from Heaven, we to climb
Over this wall aspire."

Under what stars to plough the Earth? asks Virgil. Dante makes Virgil his guide through purgatory. It’s a tale of journeying from darkness to light, from the forests at the beginning of the poem to the threshold of Paradise. At this threshold, Virgil, the epitome of human knowledge, is left behind, since it is here that we meet the limits of human knowledge. After that, we are in the deeper realms of moral value and faith. Stephen Hawking writes of coming to know ‘the mind of God’ as the ‘ultimate triumph of human reason.’ Hawking’s quest for knowledge is a restatement of an ancient scientific faith. And it will fail for want of a wider understanding of the nature of that quest for God and meaning.

Dante gives us poetry with a metaphysical foundation. This identifies poetry as an all-encompassing activity which gives a total conception of the world, the real world beyond the senses. Metaphysics has been out of favour for a long time in a world characterised by ethical and cultural relativism. And its absence is showing: ‘Apart from metaphysical presuppositions there can be no civilisation’ (Tomlin 1947:264). The metaphysical foundations of Dante’s poetry are not only concerned with access to Paradise, they give us the basis of civilisation here on Earth. Dante’s poetry encapsulates a vision of cosmic dimensions. In terms of time and place we can see how late medieval Europe, the politics of the Italian city-states and the nascent capitalism of Florence formed the background of Dante’s work. These historical details do not, however, explain the message of the Commedia. The "genius" of Dante is simply irreducible in these materialist terms. Such materialism cannot explain why Dante’s words have resonated in times and places other than his own. The Commedia is a fully articulated cosmic vision that comprises the whole reality of human experience – language, politics, culture, the quest for meaning, the psychology of human desire, the desire to know, knowledge as self-knowledge. And that experience is ours.

Could anything be further from Shakespeare’s refusal to shift from concrete reality, empirical reality, reality as lived in a certain time and place? A reality in which all cosmic dimensions are just so many illusions?

To return to Eliot’s view that the Commedia as a whole was the equivalent to the whole of Shakespeare's work, I don’t see any such equivalence or correspondence at all. Shakespeare is detached and neutral, an observer of life and its follies. Shakespeare stands apart from the human play he sets before us. It’s brilliantly observed, I don’t doubt. But does anything move Shakespeare to take sides? Dante is involved, a traveller in a participatory universe that changes along with a human self-change. He calls his poem "lo sacrato poema” and ‘l poema sacro’, the sacred poem (Paradiso XXIII 62; Paradiso XXV 1). There is no such claim in Shakespeare, for whom such ambition would seem to be mere pretension or superstition. Dante explicitly arrogates to himself a visionary authority, working under God's dictates, to move all those forces which currently determine the lives of human beings and which thus impair and inhibit the freedom of the creative human act.

Dante’s cosmic vision is striking. The smallest detail in the Commedia as a "sacro poema" is a microcosm of God’s universe. As further evidence of its cosmic dimensions, Dante’s ‘sacred poem’ contains the sacred number 100 in its cantos spread over three books (i + 33; 33; 33). Like those tiny details hidden from the visible eye in the medieval churches and cathedrals, Dante was pointing to a hidden, ultimate, reality behind the veil of the senses. Dante shared the belief in the mystical power of numbers. It’s Pythagoras’ old vision, which Plato carried on. Boethius, whose work Dante knew, believed that numbers reflected the framework of the universe. For St Augustine, too, beauty is a symmetrical proportion based on numbers, imprinted by God in all His works. So, every detail becomes a little signpost directing us to the God at the centre of the universe. Certainly, Dante has a powerful message which he sought to convey, but what is most remarkable is the way that Dante forges the means of expression to convey that vision perfectly. Dante never let the power of the message overwhelm or dissolve poetic form. ‘The Comedy reveals one of the world's supreme poetic craftmen: perhaps no other literary work has such a structure, whose complexity finds its closest parallel in the counterpoint of Bach's Art of Fugue.’ (Scott 1983:254).







Before the invention of printing and the days of mass education, the medieval mind responded in the most immediate sense to metaphor. The message of a book was concealed from the greater numbers of people behind a tangle of unintelligible symbols. (Dunbar 1961). In the same way, God's message was present yet hidden within a forest of signs in the visible universe. Dante was careful in structuring his poem in imitation of God's Book, drawing a parallel between the code for deciphering the poetic universe he created with the moral universe of God. At journey’s end, Dante brings back the image of the book, claiming that in the depths of the godhead he had briefly seen 'bound together by love into one volume the pages that are scattered throughout the universe'. This is a vision of the unity of all creation, implying the total acceptance of life in all its manifestations.

For Dante, creativity is enclosed within creation as an unfolding of purposes which, ultimately, are divine. Dante’s Commedia testifies to the epiphanic power of the poetic imagination. The human journey is a search for the meaning and the order at the heart of God’s universe. At the highest level, creativity is an imitatio Dei, divinely inspired, informed by reason and sanctioned by faith. But it is creativity all the same. This is why Dante can so firmly rebut the Platonic accusation that poets are peddlers of lies. As Jacques Maritain argues, the 'true fiction' of the Commedia "continues creation, 'creates, so to speak, on a second level.'" The ability to impose order on recalcitrant matter and on empirical affairs indicates the existence of the ordo universi. The aesthetic sensibility makes this 'order' and 'ordinance' perceptible by addressing human emotions and feelings and channelling them to the harmony at the heart of the universe. This harmony is musical. Dante renders this principle of unity with differentiation exquisitely.

Diverse voci fanno dolci note; 
così diversi scanni in nostra vita 
rendon dolce armonia tra queste rote. 

'Differing voices make sweet music. 
Just so our differing ranks in this our life 




così vid' ïo la gloriosa rota 
muoversi e render voce a voce in tempra 
e in dolcezza ch'esser non pò nota 
se non colà dove gioir s'insempra. 

thus I saw that glorious wheel in motion, 
matching voice to voice in harmony 
and with sweetness that cannot be known 




Dante succeeds in reconciling Providence and human freedom by conceiving creativity as a co-evolution which progressively unfolds the order at the heart of creation. Fact and fiction are made one Truth through the reconciliation of divine authorship and human poiesis within a universalising aesthetic-philosophical-theological discourse.









 Ravenna – the totality of the world 
In exile, Dante travelled throughout Italy, finally coming to Ravenna, where he ended his days. Petrarch, in a letter to Boccaccio, claims that Dante could no longer suffer the actors, buffoons, and parasites at the Veronese court, and sought to distance himself from their company. The shallow and superficial behaviour of the Veronese, focused upon feeding the physical self, is the very antithesis of what Dante understood by the theologia ludens and the profound insight it gave into the real nature of the ‘comic’. The Commedia slowly reveals the essence of God’s Creation and grace to be profoundly comic in the sense of attaining true happiness, felicity as the fulfilment that beatitude brings. 

It isn’t difficult to see why Dante would have been attracted to Ravenna, with its basilicas portraying God as the Pantocrator, the all-ruling Father, presiding over the hierarchies of angels and saints, the Virgin Mary. Dante’s Commedia is comparable to Byzantine art in being the microcosmic summation of the totality of the world. Here, Dante saw the aesthetic-philosophical-theological principles that he would encapsulate in his poem.

Like the liturgical representations of the basilicas of Ravenna, Dante’s poetic vision, crafted in impeccably measured form in the Commedia, is an aesthetic theology of the totality of history comprising and reconciling elements drawn from the theologies and philosophies of Aristotle, Augustine, Albert the Great, Aquinas, from the contemplative theology of Benedict, Peter Damian, and Bernard of Clairvaux, from history, mythology, classical literature, art and poetry, everything that contributes to unveiling the good inherent in the universe is there. The poem as a whole is irreducible; Dante’s poetic vision is more than the sum of the parts. The Commedia shows that Dante had learned the key lesson taught by the contemplatives, that the temporal and transitory world of partial interests and partisan conflicts can only be transcended through the contemplation of the totality of the world as a whole. This, finally, is Dante’s poetic achievement, to have resolved a problem that is theologically and philosophically intractable.





 A universalizing philosophical-theological discourse 






To those for whom power is a physical phenomenon, it is Dante's political career and not his poetry that matters. For Dante himself, however, the defining moment in his life came when he was just nine years old, the day that he saw Bica Portinari, a girl of nine years whom he calls Beatrice, the blessed one. Looking upon her, Dante’s life changed for good. Dante hears a voice within him say, "Here begins the new life." So he starts trying to catch a glimpse of her, contrive meetings with her, but she snubs him, and then she dies. Dante writes poems in her honour, then he writes a book called the Vita Nuova (The New Life), in which he describes what she had meant to him. 
In the Vita Nuova ("The New Life"), published in 1293, Dante relates how he fell in love with a young girl, Beatrice, and how he found his chief happiness in looking at her from afar and thinking of her. Stated baldly, the work seems slight. That view would be mistaken.

The Vita Nuova is Dante’s answer to the question "What is love?" In one word, Dante’s answer is Beatrice. Beatrice and love is the key theme of the Vita Nuova. However, to understand the meaning of that answer, we need to understand precisely the question that Dante is replying to. 

In the most immediate sense, Dante is responding to the view of his "first friend," Guido Cavalcanti, who depicted love as a force which brought about bewilderment, disorder, and destruction. Cavalcanti focuses almost completely on the negatives aspects of love as a form of violation and dispossession which dissolves the self and brings a person to the brink of death. Love disturbs the equilibrium of the various "spirits" that regulate life. Dante gives an instance of such a disturbance in chapter 2 of the Vita nuova, where he recounts his first vision of Beatrice. Love takes possession of body and soul, causing the lover to languish, despair, and pine his life away. In Cavalcanti's poetry, love is to experience the precariousness of life, finitude, death. 

In his poem "Donna me prega," Cavalcanti assigns love to the realm of the appetites. For Cavalcanti, a woman is no more than a bewitching illusion. She may inspire love, but she cannot fulfil its longings. Cavalcanti makes a philosophical distinction between appearance and reality. A woman appears to possess in her person the ideal beauty that love desires, but in reality the beauty a woman manifests is not hers at all. Real beauty, like truth, virtue, and beatitude, is an ideal quality that belongs to the transcendent realm of universality. This realm has no substantial connection with the realm of materiality. (Harrison 2003). 

The transcendent realm of ideal qualities can be accessed only by a contemplation which abstracts from the compulsions which attend appetite. The passion of love has the potential to destroy the self in that it arouses the appetites, appetites which seek possession, and upsets the calmness required for contemplation. Love diverts the lover's desire from the ideal quality of beauty toward the physical beauty of the woman herself, thus subverting reason's capacity to contemplate the universals in all their abstract form.

Later, we will see how Dante in the Comedy demanded that to 'incarnate' and 'body forth' the truth. Cavalcanti cannot contemplate any such thing on account of his radical split between real and ideal. Cavalcanti denies that any woman could embody love in the absolute sense. The desirable qualities of a woman which inspire love are in fact ideal attributes which other women may also manifest and which ultimately belong to the non-material order. These qualities are not personal, pertaining to a particular flesh and blood woman, but impersonal, belonging to all women in an abstract sense. Cavalcanti’s Platonism upholds a radical separation of flesh and spirit and is designed to assert contemplation over passion. In this view, love is condemned as an ominous, menacing, insidious, baleful and destructive passion which induces psychic disorder and violation of the self. Cavalcanti, it seems, was a very disappointed man.

Dante had certainly experienced the drama of love as Cavalcanti portrayed it. Dante describes that the first time he caught sight of Beatrice Portinari in Florence. He felt his spirit tremble violently, hearing it cry: 'Behold a god more powerful than I who comes to rule over me.' From that moment, Dante was indeed possessed by love. 

And when she was about to greet me, one of Love's spirits, annihilating all the others of the senses, would drive out the feeble spirits of sight, saying to them, "Go and pay homage to your mistress," and Love would take their place. And if anyone had wished to know Love, he might have done so by looking at my glistening eyes.  

[Vita nuova (XI, 2)]

And when this most gracious one greeted me, Love was no medium capable of tempering my unbearable bliss, but rather, as if possessed of an excess of sweetness, he became so powerful that my body, which was completely under his rule, often moved like a heavy, inanimate object.
[Vita nuova (XI, 3)]

Sì che appare manifestamente che ne le sue salute abitava la mia beatitudine, la quale molte volte passava e redundava la mia capacitade.

By now it should be most evident that in her salutation dwelt my bliss, a bliss which often exceeded my capacity to contain it. 
[Vita nuova (XI, 4)]


Dante and Beatrice 1914-17 Waterhouse

Dante describes his love of Beatrice as acquiring a mastery 'owing to the power which my imagination gave him'. Dante's description of the disruption of his "spirits" upon this first sighting of Beatrice is Cavalcantian to the core. In chapter 3, Dante describes the "marvellous vision" he has. Here, the lord of love, in whose arms Beatrice is lying, feeds Dante's flaming heart to Beatrice against her will. 

Joyous, Love seemed to me, holding my heart within his hand, and in his arms he had my lady, loosely wrapped in folds, asleep. He woke her then, and gently fed to her the burning heart; she ate it, terrified. And then I saw him disappear in tears.

[Vita nuova (III, 12)]

The image of a burning heart appears in Cavalcanti’s "Perche non fuoro a me gli occhi dispenti." The union of love and death is a theme which recurs throughout Cavalcanti’s poems. That theme reappears in Dante’s Vita nuova, where the experience of love is described in the plainly Cavalcantian terms of disruption and dispossession and violation. The very words that Dante uses are Cavalcantian: "sbigottito" ("bewildered"), "struggere" ("to destroy"), "grave" ("grave"), "plorare" ("to cry"), "orranza" ("honour").

Dante says he is destroyed by love.

And when people would ask: "Who is the person for whom you are so destroyed by Love?" I would look at them and smile and say nothing. 

[Vita nuova (IV, 3)

I heard someone near me say: "See what a devastating effect that lady has had on that man." And, when her name was mentioned, I realized that the lady referred to was the one whose place had been half-way along the direct line which extended from the most gracious Beatrice, ending in my eyes.  

[Vita nuova (V, 2)

Now, returning to my subject, let me say that no sooner was my bliss denied me than I was so stricken with anguish that, withdrawing from all company, I went to a solitary place to bathe the earth with bitterest tears.  

[Vita nuova (XII, 1)

There are numerous passages which point to love as the dispossession, destruction and violation of the self.

The second is that Love, frequently and without warning, attacked me so violently that no part of me remained alive except one thought that spoke of this lady.

[Vita nuova (XVI, 3)]

The fourth is that not only did the sight of her not defend me: it ultimately annihilated the little life I had left.  

[Vita nuova (XVI, 5)]

For Love's attack is so precipitous that life itself all but abandons me: nothing survives except one lonely spirit, allowed to live because it speaks of you.  

[Vita nuova (XVI, 8)]

At the beginning and at the end of the narrative, Dante describes himself as being engaged in a "battle of the thoughts." (‘la battaglia de li diversi pensieri’). 

After the battle of the conflicting thoughts it happened that my most gracious lady was present where many gentlewomen were gathered. I was taken there by a friend who thought I would be delighted to go to a place where so many beautiful ladies were. 

[Vita nuova (XIV, 1)

Dante is engaged in a ‘battle of love.’

La terza si è che quando questa battaglia d'Amore mi pugnava così, io mi movea quasi discolorito tutto per vedere questa donna, credendo che mi difendesse la sua veduta da questa battaglia, dimenticando quello che per appropinquare a tanta gentilezza m'addivenia.

The third is that when this battle of Love raged within me so, I would go, pale and haggard, to look upon this lady, believing that the sight of her would defend me in this battle, forgetting what happened to me whenever I approached such graciousness.

[Vita nuova (XVI, 4)

Dante is engaged in a Cavalcantian drama of love. Throughout, the menacing theme of death stalks the poems and prose. It’s an eternal theme – the cycle of life and death, the central interest of the species. Love is a battlefield, but its participants seem to be volunteers rather than conscripts.

I was not sure why I was being taken there but, trusting in the person who had led his friend to the threshold of death, I asked him: "Why have we come to see these ladies?" He answered: "So that they may be fittingly attended."
The fact is that they were gathered there to be with a certain lovely lady who had been married that day, for according to the custom of the afore-mentioned city they were supposed to keep her company during the first meal at the home of her bridegroom. So I, thinking to please my friend, decided to remain with him in attendance upon the ladies.  

[Vita nuova (XIV, 2-3)

No sooner had I reached this decision than I seemed to feel a strange throbbing which began in the left side of my breast and immediately spread to all parts of my body. Then, pretending to act naturally, I leaned for support against a painted surface that extended along the walls of the house and, fearing that people might have become aware of my trembling, I raised my eyes and, looking at the ladies, I saw among them the most gracious Beatrice.  
Then my spirits were so disrupted by the strength Love acquired when he saw himself this close to the most gracious lady, that none survived except the spirits of sight; and even these were driven forth, because Love desired to occupy their enviable post in order to behold the marvelous lady.  

[Vita nuova (XIV, 4-5)]

Again and again, love is expressed through the language of disruption and dispossession. We’ve all been there. However, Dante’s true battle lies in his concern to liberate himself from the Cavalcantian conception of love. Dante is doing much more than repeating the cliché that love is a battlefield. That’s the easy part. That’s a truth that requires no great poetic insight to grasp. The Vita nuova is Dante's declaration of independence from his "first friend," Cavalcanti. Dante knows that love is, or can be, more than this. Dante has the answer to the question ‘what is love?’ and that answer is Beatrice. 

Dante writes of going beyond the boundaries.

Allora io, riposato alquanto, e resurressiti li morti spiriti miei, e li discacciati rivenuti a le loro possessioni, dissi a questo mio amico queste parole: “Io tenni li piedi in quella parte de la vita di là da la quale non si puote ire più per intendimento di ritornare.”

Then I, somewhat restored, for my dead spirits were coming back to life, and the ones ejected were returning to their rightful domain, said these words to my friend: "I have just set foot on that boundary of life beyond which no one can go, hoping to return."  

[Vita nuova (XIV, 8)]

Dante's adoration of Beatrice is no straightforward idealization. Dante is concerned with much more than the poetic trope of the ideal woman. As the singular incarnation of transcendence, Beatrice was also Dante's own spiritual salvation. These are big, even shocking, claims to make with respect to a mortal woman. Dante proceeds to describe the bliss that he, as well as others, experienced in her presence. Dante comes close to investing Beatrice with a divine significance, assuring us that she was miraculous in nature: 'ella e quanta de ben puo far natura.'

Dice di lei Amor: “Cosa mortale come esser pò sì adorna e sì pura?” Poi la reguarda, e fra se stesso giura che Dio ne 'ntenda di far cosa nova. Color di perle ha quasi, in forma quale convene a donna aver, non for misura: ella è quanto de ben pò far natura; per essemplo di lei bieltà si prova.

Love says of her: "How can a mortal body achieve such beauty and such purity?" He looks again and swears it must be true: God does have something new in mind for earth. Her color is the pallor of the pearl, a paleness perfect for a gracious lady; she is the best that Nature can achieve and by her mold all beauty tests itself.

[Vita nuova (XIX, 11)]

The various translations of this final line convey the meaning that this woman is the very best that nature can be. 'She is the utmost that Nature can create of goodness', translates Thomas Okey. 'She is the best that Nature can achieve', translates Musa. Barbara Reynolds quantifies the sentiment: 'she is the sum of nature's universe.' 

The meaning is clear enough, Beatrice is as good as nature can be. In writing in such a way of Beatrice, Dante comes close to elevating the earthly to divine significance. It follows from this that Mary Mother of God and all the Saints cannot be greater than Beatrice, which is quite a claim. But it is consistent with Dante’s view that the divine is present in the human.

Beatrice is the image of divine love, and in The Commedia Dante shows how, on a journey through hell, purgatory and heaven, she brought him to a vision of God. In her salvific status Beatrice contradicts and cancels Cavalcanti’s negative portrayal of love as a destructive passion, a force which dispossesses and violates. Dante’s key claim here is that Beatrice manifests love in a more than a fleeting, temporary sense, (as Cavalcanti’s distinction between the physical person and ideal qualities would have it). Dante rejects this radical separation between the personal qualities of a particular woman and the impersonal qualities belonging to all women, to Woman as ideal. For Dante, Beatrice is the substantial embodiment of love itself. It follows from this that, in contradistinction to the idea of impersonal ideal qualities lodged in the transcendent realm, Beatrice cannot be substituted for other women. Dante thus repudiates the despair that lies at the core of Cavalcanti’s psychology of love. Dante stakes his salvation on a particular woman's embodiment of love. It’s an incarnation that dissolves the distinction between flesh and spirit, real and ideal, body and soul. Dante’s vision is about embodiment, the substantial union of body and soul. For Dante, Beatrice is the incarnation of transcendence. The effect she has on him goes beyond the physical. We are beyond the dualism that forces us to choose between the contemplation of ideal qualities and the disappointment of real love.

Now I should like to depart a little from the present subject in order to make clear the miraculous effect her greeting had on me. 

[Vita nuova (X, 3)]

Dante is doing more than describe the feelings which are common to all of us; he is doing more than describe what he, personally, feels about Beatrice. Beatrice is his muse, inspiring thoughts that identify love as a holistic and integral experience. Here, Dante rejects the Christian fear of sex and the body. Dante was seeking to revalue the kind of love that the greatest Christian thinkers, from St Paul to St Augustine, had considered to be a distraction from, and hence an obstacle in the way of, Divine Love. (see the sections ‘Before Sexuality’ and ‘The Middle Ages’ in Nye ed. 1999; also Aries and Bejin 1985, ch2 ‘The battle for chastity’ and ch 4 ‘St Paul and the flesh’). In investing Beatrice with divine significance, Dante did not remove her from nature. Dante’s love is as earthly as it is heavenly. A normal sexual life is not inimical to Divine Love at all. There is no distinction between holy and profane love.

Dante believed that Love was the all-conquering, all-encompassing force with the power to move the sun and the stars, the universe as a whole. Dante’s promise is that the resolution of the greatest philosophical questions, moral dilemmas and psychological needs is both profound and simple at the same time – that Love lies at the moral centre of an universe throbbing with purpose. Such a universe is a field of creative unfolding.

Unlike the Christian ascetics who maintained a strict dualism of flesh and spirit – a view which extended from the Gnostics and the Manicheans to the Albigensians and the Cathars – Dante refuses to split love into profane love and sacred love. Indeed, there is no such thing as profane love in Dante’s mature vision. Dante holds out the alluring prospect that the love in the flesh is not a turning away from God but a turning towards God, that flesh and spirit join together as we become like Christ. With Dante, we are very far from the view that matter is evil, that the body is a tomb of the soul, that sex is impure, and only the spiritual good counts as the true good. 
In extirpating heresy, and its body and spirit dualism, the Church nevertheless continued to accent a repressive morality with respect to so-called profane love. The body, the flesh, sexuality were all considered impure and sinful in some way. The skewed moral anthropology associated with an overly ascetic approach continues today in the tendency to obsess over the sex lives of men and women, and finds expression in the animus directed against such easy targets as single mothers and gays. To repeat, since there is no distinction between profane and sacred love, there is no such thing as profane love. We are part flesh and part spirit. To be one thing over and against the other is to be a bifurcated personality. 

Dante’s Commedia contains many delights, not the least of these being the recognition of the goodness that inheres in all things. (Paradiso IX 9). It follows from this that matter is not evil, the body is not impure and sex is not sinful. Our material being is what determines our existence. Dante allows us to put these false antitheses of flesh and spirit, profane and sacred love behind us. And in so doing he shows us a path beyond that restrictive reading of the natural law which confines sex to intercourse with a view to procreation alone, strictly defined in terms of the right manner in accordance with nature (Payer 1993:76-79). Such definitions don’t give us much by way of variety, and don’t correspond to what we know about the richness of human sexuality. Divinity in this austere sense risks inhumanity.

It’s time to move on, there’s nothing shameful about the body at all.


The Fall of Man and the Expulsion from the Garden of Eden Michelangelo

Dante shows us the way home. He offers us a way beyond such a repressive sexual morality. Love had been seen as an illusion standing in the way of the abstract contemplation which alone could satisfy the rational faculty of man, the faculty which, for Aristotle and Aquinas, is the distinguishing faculty of the human animal. The natural law is not directly read from biology and its imperatives but pertains to nature as mediated by reason. It follows that the natural law can be changed through the exercise of our reason. The definitions of sex from St Paul to Augustine to Aquinas and William Peraldus and Albert the Great can all be changed in accordance with what our reason now knows and understands. It’s a personal view, but I think the Church is in a slough of despond on sex, and it really doesn’t need to be. The natural law contains a much greater range of possibilities once we really do start to use our distinguishing faculty – reason. It’s not the work of a summer’s day, but the Church has had a few hundred years to work on this. And Dante made a good start in the right direction. Dante writes of ‘lo vinco d'amor che fa natura’ – ‘the bond of love that nature makes’ (Inferno XXI 55-56). That bond is a firm foundation. The ‘added bond of faith’, forming a ‘special kind of trust’ (Inferno XXI 61-63) should be easy enough to accomplish. Reason is working with good materials.

For Dante, love is not something which gets in the way of life at all, but is an integral part of that life, absolutely central to the human experience. And it is the human experience and not some subjective or personal condition which Dante’s philosophy of love seeks to address. Dante is seeking a universal answer here, something larger than our own existence, thought and sensation. Dante is trying to reconcile the love of Beatrice with the love of the ‘Other Lady’. He fails to find the answer in the Vita Nuova, but the new world he envisages he finds in the Paradiso.

In Purgatory, Dante meets the poet Bonagiunta of Lucca, Bonagiunta Orbicciani degli Overardi. 'But tell,' Bonagiunta asks, 'if I see here him who invented the new rhymes beginning: "Ladies that have intelligence of love'" [Purg. XXIV 51, T. Okey's translation] -'Donne ch'avete intelletto d'amore'. 

Allora dico che la mia lingua parlò quasi come per se stessa mossa, e disse: Donne ch'avete intelletto d'amore.

Then, I must tell you, my tongue, as if moved of its own accord, spoke and said: Ladies who have intelligence of love.  

[Vita nuova (XIX, 2)]

Barbara Reynolds’ translation conveys the meaning of this last line clearly: 'Ladies who know by insight what love is'.

Dante isn’t just stating the obvious, that women have a greater intelligence or insight when it comes to affairs of the heart. Like that’s news. Dante's 'intelletto d'amore' means much more than this. Whilst Dante is in love with Beatrice, he understands that love is an intellectual puzzle. Dante seeks to understand the power of love to disquiet us, to alter us, to bring chaos where once there was order. Love covers the full range of human phenomena, from sexual attraction to religious fervour, and, strangest of all, that odd emotion that combines sensual experience and spiritual enthusiasm. 

Ladies who have intelligence of love,
I wish to speak to you about my lady,
not thinking to complete her litany,
but to talk in order to relieve my heart.
I tell you, when I think of her perfection,
Love lets me feel the sweetness of his presence,
and if at that point I could still feel bold,
my words could make all mankind fall in love.
I do not want to choose a tone too lofty,
for fear that such ambition make me timid;
instead I shall discuss her graciousness,
defectively, to measure her by merit,
with you, ladies and maidens whom Love knows,
for such a theme is only fit for you.

Vita Nuova, Vita nuova (XIX, 4-6) tr. Musa, p. 32.

The "battle of the thoughts" which permeates the Vita Nuova concerns the battle between two mutually exclusive alternatives: either the life of Beatrice was no more than a passing illusion, in which case we are all damned with death; or the grace that Beatrice manifested in her person when she was alive was a revelation of some salvific prospect that lies ahead of us. Dante chooses the second alternative, affirming the possibility of salvation beyond death. (Singleton 1958).

Angelo clama in divino intelletto e dice: “Sire, nel mondo si vede maraviglia ne l'atto che procede d'un'anima che 'nfin qua su risplende.” Lo cielo, che non have altro difetto che d'aver lei, al suo segnor la chiede, e ciascun santo ne grida merzede.

The mind of God receives an angel's prayer: "My Lord, there appears to be upon your earth a living miracle, proceeding from a radiant soul whose light reaches us here." Heaven, that lacks its full perfection only in lacking her, pleads for her to the Lord, and every saint is begging for this favor.
Compassion for His creatures still remains, for God, who knows they are speaking of my lady, says: "Chosen ones, now suffer happily that she, your hope, live her appointed time for the sake of one down there who fears her loss, and who shall say unto the damned in Hell: 'I have beheld the hope of Heaven's blest.'"
My lady is desired in highest Heaven. Now let me tell you something of her power. A lady who aspires to graciousness should seek her company, for where she goes Love drives a killing frost into vile hearts that freezes and destroys what they are thinking; should such a one insist on looking at her, he is changed to something noble or he dies.

[Vita nuova (XIX, 7-9)]

Dante repeats, in Heaven and on Earth, ‘Madonna è disiata’: My lady is desired. (Vita nuova (XIX, 17).

Dante confronts mortality and the idea that the finality of death brings an end to, and renders meaningless, all he loves.

Io dico che ne lo nono giorno, sentendome dolere quasi intollerabilemente, a me giunse uno pensero lo quale era de la mia donna. 
E quando ei pensato alquanto di lei, ed io ritornai pensando a la mia debilitata vita; e veggendo come leggiero era lo suo durare, ancora che sana fosse, sì cominciai a piangere fra me stesso di tanta miseria. Onde, sospirando forte, dicea fra me medesimo: “Di necessitade convene che la gentilissima Beatrice alcuna volta si muoia.” 

Now, on the ninth day, when the pain was almost unbearable, a thought came to me which was about my lady.  
After thinking about her awhile, I returned to thoughts of my feeble condition and, realizing how short life is, even if one is healthy, I began to weep silently about the misery of life. Then, sighing deeply, I said to myself: "It is bound to happen that one day the most gracious Beatrice will die."  

[Vita nuova (XXIII, 2-3)]

And then it seemed to me I saw the sun grow slowly darker, and a star appear, and sun and star did weep; birds flying through the air fell dead to earth; the earth began to quake. A man appeared, pale, and his voice was weak as he said to me: 'You have not heard the news? Your lady, once so lovely, now lies dead.'  

[Vita nuova (XXIII, 24)]

In the Vita Nuova, Dante recounts how, through the death of Beatrice, he discovered the prospect of salvation. The death of Beatrice forces Dante to confront the big question of mortality and whether the death of physical life really is the end. Ultimately, in answering the question ‘what is love?’, Dante comes to discover the possibility of saving grace. 

Point by point, Dante rebuts the Cavalcantian conception of love. For Cavalcanti, a person’s life is in vain, personhood is accidental and temporary, and beauty is but a bewitching illusion. Dante denies every point with respect to the flesh and blood figure of Beatrice. For Dante, Beatrice’s life, personhood and beauty were all congruent with the cosmic order. Beatrice was evidence of saving grace in a world of disgrace. Cavalcanti despaired of such a possibility. It is for this reason that Dante places Cavalcanti in the Inferno, amongst the circle of the heretics, those who believed that the soul dies with the body.

Dante proceeds to set out the philosophical basis for the transcendence of physical love.

At this point it may be that someone worthy of having every doubt cleared up could be puzzled at my speaking of Love as if it were a thing in itself, as if it were not only an intellectual substance, but also a bodily substance. This is patently false, for Love does not exist in itself as a substance, but is an accident in a substance.
And that I speak of Love as if it possessed a body, further still, as if it were a human being, is shown by three things I say about it. I say that I saw it coming; and since "to come" implies locomotion, and since, according to the Philosopher, only a body may move from place to place by its own power, it is obvious that I assume Love to be a body. I also say that it laughed and even that it spoke - acts that would seem characteristic of a human being, especially that of laughing; and so it is clear that I assume love to be human.  

[Vita nuova (XXV 1-2)]

Ella coronata e vestita d'umilitade s'andava, nulla gloria mostrando di ciò ch'ella vedea e udia. Diceano molti, poi che passata era: “Questa non è femmina, anzi è uno de li bellissimi angeli del cielo”. E altri diceano: “Questa è una maraviglia; che benedetto sia lo Segnore, che sì mirabilemente sae adoperare!”  

Crowned and clothed with humility, she would go her way, taking no glory from what she heard and saw. Many would say after she had passed: "This is no woman, this is one of the most beautiful angels of Heaven." And others would say: "She is a miracle! Blessed be the Lord who can work so wondrously."

Io dico ch'ella si mostrava sì gentile e sì piena di tutti li piaceri, che quelli che la miravano comprendeano in loro una dolcezza onesta e soave, tanto che ridicere non lo sapeano; né alcuno era lo quale potesse mirare lei, che nel principio nol convenisse sospirare. 

Let me say that she showed such decorum and was possessed of such charming qualities that those who looked at her experienced a pure and sweet delight, such that they were unable to describe it; and there was no one who could look at her without immediately sighing.

[Vita nuova (XXVI, 3)]

Ella si va, sentendosi laudare, benignamente d'umiltà vestuta; e par che sia una cosa venuta da cielo in terra a miracol mostrare.

Moving, benignly clothed in humility, untouched by all the praise along her way, she seems to be a creature come from Heaven to earth, to manifest a miracle.  

[Vita nuova (XXVI, 6)]

Mostrasi sì piacente a chi la mira, che dà per li occhi una dolcezza al core, che 'ntender no la può chi no la prova: e par che de la sua labbia si mova un spirito soave pien d'amore, che va dicendo a l'anima: Sospira.

Miraculously gracious to behold, her sweetness reaches, through the eyes, the heart (who has not felt this cannot understand), and from her lips it seems there moves a gracious spirit, so deeply loving that it glides into the souls of men, whispering: "Sigh!"  

[Vita nuova (XXVI, 7)]

The death of Beatrice induces a Cavalcantian grief, confusion, and paralysis in Dante. Soon, however, Dante comes to see Beatrice’s death as a crisis of finitude of universal significance. Beatrice’s death reveals something about the human condition in general. The Vita nuova is Dante’s response to the crisis of finitude at the heart of the human condition. By the end of the Vita nuova the memory of Beatrice has intervened to set Dante on a new path away from Cavalcantian despair.


Dante's Dream at the Time of the Death of Beatrice 1871 Rossetti 
(Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool, UK)

The battle of thoughts has been won in favour of Beatrice and salvation.

Onde io, avendo così più volte combattuto in me medesimo, ancora ne volli dire alquante parole; e però che la battaglia de' pensieri vinceano coloro che per lei parlavano, mi parve che si convenisse di parlare a lei; e dissi questo sonetto, lo quale comincia: Gentil pensero; e dico 'gentile' in quanto ragionava di gentile donna, ché per altro era vilissimo. 

Finally, having battled like this within myself many times, I wished to write more poetry about it, and since in the battle of the thoughts those won which spoke in the lady's favor, it seemed right that I address myself to her. And I wrote this sonnet which begins: A thought, gracious; and I say "gracious" in so far as it involved a gracious lady, for in all other respects it was most base.  

[Vita nuova (XXXVIII, 4)]

The "miraculous vision" of Beatrice in heaven unfolds a new existential and spiritual prospect in front of Dante. 

perché 'l piacere de la sua bieltate, partendo sé da la nostra veduta, divenne spirital bellezza grande, che per lo cielo spande luce d'amor, che li angeli salute e lo intelletto loro alto, sottil face maravigliar, sì v'è gentile.

This is because the beauty of her grace, withdrawing from the sight of men forever, became transformed to beauty of the soul, diffusing through the heavens a light of love that greets the angels there, moving their subtle, lofty intellects to marvel at this miracle of grace. 

[Vita nuova (XXXIII, 8)]

Beatrice has become a ‘citizen of the Eternal Life’, cittadini di vita eterna (Vita nuova (XXXIV 1). To participate in such citizenship is the promise held out for all of us. 

Dante does not spell this vision out in the Vita Nuova. He does, however, outline the contours. Even in adumbration, we can see that Dante is setting off on a journey beyond the realm of the physical senses.

Lo sonetto lo quale io feci allora, comincia: Oltre la spera; lo quale ha in sé cinque parti. 
Ne la prima dico ove va lo mio pensero, nominandolo per lo nome d'alcuno suo effetto. 
Ne la seconda dico perché va là suso, cioè chi lo fa così andare. 
Ne la terza dico quello che vide, cioè una donna onorata là suso; e chiamolo allora 'spirito peregrino', acciò che spiritualmente va là suso, e sì come peregrino lo quale è fuori de la sua patria, vi stae. 
Ne la quarta dico come elli la vede tale, cioè in tale qualitade, che io non lo posso intendere, cioè a dire che lo mio pensero sale ne la qualitade di costei in grado che lo mio intelletto no lo puote comprendere; con ciò sia cosa che lo nostro intelletto s'abbia a quelle benedette anime sì come l'occhio debole a lo sole: e ciò dice lo Filosofo nel secondo de la Metafisica. 
Ne la quinta dico che, avvegna che io non possa intendere là ove lo pensero mi trae, cioè a la sua mirabile qualitade, almeno intendo questo, cioè che tutto è lo cotale pensare de la mia donna, però ch'io sento lo suo nome spesso nel mio pensero: e nel fine di questa quinta parte dico 'donne mie care', a dare ad intendere che sono donne coloro a cui io parlo. 

The new sonnet I wrote begins: Beyond the sphere, and contains five parts.  
In the first I tell where my thought is going, naming it after one of its effects.  
In the second I tell why it goes up there, that is, who causes it to go.  
In the third I tell what it saw, that is, a lady being honored up there, and I call it a "pilgrim spirit" because it makes the journey upward spiritually and, once there, is like a pilgrim far from home.  
In the fourth I tell how it sees her to be such, that is of such a nature, that I cannot understand it: that is to say that my thought ascends into the nature of this lady to such a degree that my mind cannot grasp it, for our minds function in relation to those blessèd souls as the weak eye does in relation to the sun, and this the Philosopher tells us in the second book of the Metaphysics.  
In the fifth part I say that, even though I cannot understand what my thought has taken me to see, that is her miraculous nature, at least I understand this much: this thought of mine is entirely about my lady, for many times when it comes to my mind, I hear her name. 
At the end of this fifth part I say: "dear ladies," so that it be understood that it is to ladies that I speak.  

[Vita nuova (XLI, 2-7)]

Oltre la spera che più larga gira passa 'l sospiro ch'esce del mio core: intelligenza nova, che l'Amore piangendo mette in lui, pur su lo tira.
Quand'elli è giunto là dove disira, vede una donna, che riceve onore, e luce sì, che per lo suo splendour lo peregrino spirito la mira.
Vedela tal, che quando 'l mi ridice, io no lo intendo, sì parla sottile al cor dolente, che lo fa parlare.
So io che parla di quella gentile, però che spesso ricorda Beatrice, sì ch'io lo 'ntendo ben, donne mie care.

Beyond the sphere that makes the widest round, passes the sigh arisen from my heart; a new intelligence that Love in tears endowed it with is urging it on high.  
Once arrived at the place of its desiring it sees a lady held in reverence, splendid in light; and through her radiance the pilgrim spirit looks upon her being.  
But when it tries to tell me what it saw, I cannot understand the subtle words it speaks to the sad heart that makes it speak.  
I know it tells of that most gracious one, for I often hear the name of Beatrice. This much, at least, is clear to me, dear ladies. 

[Vita nuova (XLI, 10-13)]

The Vita Nuova ends with Dante mourning the death of Beatrice. In grief, he sees a lady at the window, who smiles sympathetically at him, and this consoles him.

Onde io, accorgendomi del mio travagliare, levai li occhi per vedere se altri mi vedesse. Allora vidi una gentile donna giovane e bella molto, la quale da una finestra mi riguardava sì pietosamente, quanto a la vista, che tutta la pietà parea in lei accolta. 

Onde, con ciò sia cosa che quando li miseri veggiono di loro compassione altrui, più tosto si muovono a lagrimare, quasi come di se stessi avendo pietade, io senti' allora cominciare li miei occhi a volere piangere; e però, temendo di non mostrare la mia vile vita, mi partio dinanzi da li occhi di questa gentile; e dicea poi fra me medesimo: “E' non puote essere che con quella pietosa donna non sia nobilissimo amore”. 

Becoming aware of my terrible condition, I looked around to see if anyone were watching me. And I saw at a window a gracious lady, young and exceedingly beautiful, who was looking down at me so compassionately, to judge from her appearance, that all pity seemed to be concentrated in her.  
And because whenever an unhappy person sees someone take pity on him, he is all the more easily moved to tears, as if taking pity on himself, so I immediately felt the tears start to come. Fearing that I was revealing all the wretchedness in my life, I turned away from her eyes and left that place. And later I said to myself: "It must surely be true that with that compassionate lady there is present most noble Love."  

[Vita Nuova XXXV 2-3]

Rewarded by a vision of Beatrice in heavenly glory, Dante decides to say no more until he is able to write of her worthily. The book therefore ends with a vow of silence, Dante promising to write of Beatrice in the future what has never been written of any woman. 

Appresso questo sonetto apparve a me una mirabile visione, ne la quale io vidi cose che mi fecero proporre di non dire più di questa benedetta infino a tanto che io potesse più degnamente trattare di lei. 
E di venire a ciò io studio quanto posso, sì com'ella sae veracemente. Sì che, se piacere sarà di colui a cui tutte le cose vivono, che la mia vita duri per alquanti anni, io spero di dicer di lei quello che mai non fue detto d'alcuna.  
E poi piaccia a colui che è sire de la cortesia, che la mia anima se ne possa gire a vedere la gloria de la sua donna, cioè di quella benedetta Beatrice, la quale gloriosamente mira ne la faccia di colui qui est per omnia secula benedictus. 

After I wrote this sonnet there came to me a miraculous vision in which I saw things that made me resolve to say no more about this blessèd one until I would be capable of writing about her in a nobler way.  
To achieve this I am striving as hard as I can, and this she truly knows. Accordingly, if it be the pleasure of Him through whom all things live that my life continue for a few more years, I hope to write of her that which has never been written of any other woman.  
And then may it please the One who is the Lord of graciousness that my soul ascend to behold the glory of its lady, that is, of that blessèd Beatrice, who in glory contemplates the countenance of the One qui est per omnia secula benedictus. 

[Vita nuova (XLII, 1-3)]

Dante thus ends the Vita Nuova with a promise to say more as soon he has found a more adequate way to speak of this woman. I take this to mean that the story ends only for those who decide to foreclose its true ending. 

It seems obvious to conclude that Dante redeemed his promise in the Commedia. Because that is precisely what the Commedia does – presents a salvific vision of Beatrice. Beatrice shows the path to beatitude. What is certain is that Dante continued to respond to these questions of finitude and the human condition for the rest of his life.







 The desire to know 

Some time around 1305, Dante wrote Il Convivio, (The Banquet), in which the Lady in the Window is revealed to be Philosophy. 

The opening words of the Convivio acknowledge the preeminent philosophical authority of Aristotle, whom Dante presents as the personification of philosophy: Sì come dice lo Filosofo nel principio della Prima Filosofia, tutti li uomini naturalmente desiderano di sapere.

"As the Philosopher says at the beginning of the First Philosophy, all men by nature desire to know. The reason for this can be and is that each thing, impelled by a force provided by its own nature, inclines towards its own perfection. Since knowledge is the ultimate perfection of our soul, in which resides our ultimate happiness, we are all therefore by nature subject to a desire for it.’ 

[Convivio (I, i, 1)]

First Philosophy. This passage places Dante firmly within the natural law tradition in which knowledge and virtue are connected. And the view contains actively democratic implications. As Antonio Gramsci declared in the Prison Notebooks, ‘all men are philosophers’ (Gramsci 1971: 353). Gramsci also declared that ‘all men are "political beings", all are also "legislators".’ (Gramsci 1971: 365). Gramsci constantly uses the word all (tutti) men (and women, of course), indicating how this universal yen for knowledge possesses potentially "democratic" implications. 







 The universal and the individual 

In Il Convivio ("The Banquet"), Dante discusses grammar, and styles of poetry, and complains about being misunderstood in his poems, and in the Vito Nuova. 

To take the Vita Nuova first.

In Il Convivio, Dante argues that his early devotion to Beatrice was an adolescent emotionalism which has passed. He no longer lets his heart rule his head, philosophical study and experience of the world has brought wisdom. He is no longer one who can be swept off his feet and ruled by the emotions. 

A central theme in the literature of the late Middle Ages is the idea of the knight in the service of his lady. The lady represented the ideal of what a woman is or ought to be, an exalted position, no doubt, and maybe an onerous too. Do women enjoy having to live up to such an impossible ideal? A touch of the ladylike can lead women to suspect and even despise their own bodies. 
But a knight was expected to find a lady, serve her and devote his life to her. Just to see her smile was his greatest reward. In his devotion to Beatrice, Dante saw himself as behaving in the proper way in which a young man behaves with a lady. His words correspond to the template of poems concerning the knight braving all the dangers on a quest that finally leads him to his Lady. In the book The Allegory of Love, C.S. Lewis examines the idea of Courtly Love, the idea that a man is noblest when he is overwhelmed by the splendour of a lady, and is prepared to make any sacrifice for her. Kenneth Clark expresses all of modern man’s incredulity at the whole idea (and modern woman’s incredulity too, I dare say)

Of the two or three faculties that have been added to the European mind since the civilisation of Greece and Rome, none seems to me stranger and more inexplicable than the sentiment of ideal or courtly love. It was entirely unknown to antiquity. Passion, yes; desire, yes of course; steady affection, yes. But this state of utter subjection to the will of an almost unapproachable woman; this belief that no sacrifice was too great, that a whole lifetime might properly be spent in paying court to some exacting lady or suffering on her behalf — this would have seemed to the Romans or to the Vikings not only absurd but unbelievable; and yet for hundreds of years it passed unquestioned. It inspired a vast literature - from Chretien de Troyes to Shelley — most of which I find unreadable; and even up to 1945 we still retained a number of chivalrous gestures; we raised our hats to ladies, and let them pass first through doors, and, in America, pushed in their seats at table. And we still subscribed to the fantasy that they were chaste and pure beings, in whose presence we couldn't tell certain stories or pronounce certain words.




Clark has a good guess though, with respect to the Crusades. 

The lady of a castle must have had a peculiar position with so many unoccupied young men who couldn't spend all their time hunting, and who of course never did a stroke of what we call work; and when the lord was away for a year or two, the lady was left in charge. She took on his functions and received the kind of homage that was accepted in a feudal society; and the wandering knight who visited her did so with the mixture of deference and hope that one gets in the troubadour poems.

Deference and hope could sum up Dante’s relation to Beatrice perfectly. Love and lust? These are certainly there. Dante goes much deeper, and higher, than this, though. Beatrice, to him, was a source of joy. The mere sight of her turned Dante’s life upside down, as he recalled in the Vita Nuova. In Il Convivio, Dante claimed to be above that joy, now that he had reached maturity. In time, he came to understand that this repudiation of the joy he had felt was a fall from grace. Dante was not rising above his love for Beatrice in order to serve a higher good, but because he sought to be in control of his life, free from the pain and suffering that follows when one gives one's heart away. Through the sin of hardening his heart against love, Dante had put himself in Hell. He achieved renewal through grace. Beatrice sent Virgil to show him the way. Dante’s inner being was reawakened through poetry, through philosophy, through the civil virtues for which Virgil was renowned in the medieval imagination. As a result, Dante came to remember all that Beatrice had meant to him. He undertook to write a poem which expressed his joy, sharing it with all. 

And I mean all. The joy that Dante felt was to be shared with others. Love strikes the universal chord and Dante understood this. In his redemption he had learned humility. Dante chose not to write in Latin, a language intelligible only to a small circle of the educated. Dante wanted to tell everyone the lessons in love he had learned. So he wrote his poem in Italian, in the vernacular, so that ordinary men and women could read it. To understand love required no special education or intellect. Dante told a story that all could understand. 

E che io dica di lui come se fosse corpo, ancora sì come se fosse uomo, appare per tre cose che dico di lui. Dico che lo vidi venire; onde, con ciò sia cosa che venire dica moto locale, e localmente mobile per sé, secondo lo Filosofo, sia solamente corpo, appare che io ponga Amore essere corpo. Dico anche di lui che ridea, e anche che parlava; le quali cose paiono essere proprie de l'uomo, e spezialmente essere risibile; e però appare ch'io ponga lui essere uomo. 

A cotale cosa dichiarare, secondo che è buono a presente, prima è da intendere che anticamente non erano dicitori d'amore in lingua volgare, anzi erano dicitori d'amore certi poete in lingua latina; tra noi dico, avvegna forse che tra altra gente addivenisse, e addivegna ancora, sì come in Grecia, non volgari ma litterati poete queste cose trattavano. 

And that I speak of Love as if it possessed a body, further still, as if it were a human being, is shown by three things I say about it. I say that I saw it coming; and since "to come" implies locomotion, and since, according to the Philosopher, only a body may move from place to place by its own power, it is obvious that I assume Love to be a body. I also say that it laughed and even that it spoke - acts that would seem characteristic of a human being, especially that of laughing; and so it is clear that I assume love to be human.  

To clarify this matter suitably for my purpose, I shall begin by saying that, formerly, there were no love poets writing in the vernacular, the only love poets were those writing in Latin: among us (and this probably happened in other nations as it still happens in the case of Greece) it was not vernacular poets but learned poets who wrote about love. 

[Vita nuova XXV 2-3]

Dante was writing with eye, as usual, on the ladies.

E lo primo che cominciò a dire sì come poeta volgare, si mosse però che volle fare intendere le sue parole a donna, a la quale era malagevole d'intendere li versi latini. E questo è contra coloro che rimano sopra altra matera che amorosa, con ciò sia cosa che cotale modo di parlare fosse dal principio trovato per dire d'amore. 

The first poet to begin writing in the vernacular was moved to do so by a desire to make his words understandable to ladies who found Latin verses difficult to comprehend. And this is an argument against those who compose in the vernacular on a subject other than love, since composition in the vernacular was from the beginning intended for treating of love.  

[Vita nuova XXV 6]

Moreover, without intimacy and familiarity it is impossible to know people, and Latin does not have an affiliation with as many people in any language as does the vernacular of that language, to which all are friends; consequently it cannot know the friends of the vernacular.

[Il Convivio I, vi, 10]

Returning to the main proposition, I say that it may clearly be seen that Latin would have conferred its benefits on few while the vernacular will be of service to many.

[Il Convivio I, ix, 4]

I say then, as Tully may be seen to write in Friendship, without disagreeing with the opinion of the Philosopher expressed in the eighth and ninth books of the Ethics, that nearness and goodness are by nature the causes that engender love; benefit, purpose, and familiarity are the causes that increase love. All these causes are present to engender and strengthen the love which I bear for my vernacular, as I will briefly show.   

[Il Convivio I, xii 3]

In Convivio I, Dante emphasises the attraction that the personal, familial, individual quality that the "inferior" vernacular holds for him. In De Vulgari Eloquentia, from 1304 or just after, Dante argued for writing poems and other works in the language that people speak rather than in Latin. In the De vulgari, Dante presents both the "vulgare" in general and the "vulgare illustre" in particular as defining a "universality" which is the very antithesis of "individuality." 

But since it is required of any theoretical treatment that it not leave its basis implicit, but declare it openly, so that it may be clear with what its argument is concerned, I say, hastening to deal with the question, that I call 'vernacular language' that which infants acquire from those around them when they first begin to distinguish sounds; or, to put it more succinctly, I declare that vernacular language is that which we learn without any formal instruction, by imitating our nurses.   
There also exists another kind of language, at one remove from us, which the Romans called gramatica [grammar]. The Greeks and some - but not all - other peoples also have this secondary kind of language. Few, however, achieve complete fluency in it, since knowledge of its rules and theory can only be developed through dedication to a lengthy course of study   
Of these two kinds of language, the more noble is the vernacular: first, because it was the language originally used by the human race; second, because the whole world employs it, though with different pronunciations and using different words; and third because it is natural to us, while the other is, in contrast, artificial. And this more noble kind of language is what I intend to discuss.

[De Vulgari Eloquentia (I, xvi, 2-4)]

In the De vulgari, Dante examines the problematic relation of individual will to human language. Dante makes his point by retelling the story of the Tower of Babel. 

Returning, then, to my subject, I say that a certain form of language was created by God along with the first soul; I say 'form' with reference both to the words used for things, and to the construction of words, and to the arrangement of the construction; and this form of language would have continued to be used by all speakers, had it not been shattered through the fault of human presumption, as will be shown below.   
In this form of language Adam spoke; in this form of language spoke all his descendants until the building of the Tower of Babel (which is interpreted as 'tower of confusion'); this is the form of language inherited by the sons of Heber, who are called Hebrews because of it.   
To these alone it remained after the confusion, so that our redeemer, who was to descend from them (in so far as He was human), should not speak the language of confusion, but that of grace.   
So the Hebrew language was that which the lips of the first speaker moulded.   

[De Vulgari Eloquentia (I, vi, 4-7)]

Unfortunately, human nature, ‘always inclined towards sin’, failed to learn the lesson of the Fall and continued to transgress: ‘And so, reader, the human race, either forgetful or disdainful of earlier punishments, and averting its eyes from the bruises that remained, came for a third time to deserve a beating, putting its trust in its own foolish pride.’ (De Vulgari Eloquentia I, vii, 3).

Incorrigible humanity, therefore, led astray by the giant Nimrod, presumed in its heart to outdo in skill not only nature but the source of its own nature, who is God; and began to build a tower in Sennaar, which afterwards was called Babel (that is, 'confusion'). By this means human beings hoped to climb up to heaven, intending in their foolishness not to equal but to excel their creator. 

[De Vulgari Eloquentia I, vii, 4)]

Nimrod, the architect of Babel, personifies human pride and exemplifies the presumptuous human will in claiming independence of, and even superiority over, the Creator. (De Vulgari Eloquentia I, vii, 4). 

Almost the whole of the human race had collaborated in this work of evil. Some gave orders, some drew up designs; some built walls, some measured them with plumb-lines, some smeared mortar on them with trowels; some were intent on breaking stones, some on carrying them by sea, some by land; and other groups still were engaged in other activities - until they were all struck by a great blow from heaven. Previously all of them had spoken one and the same language while carrying out their tasks; but now they were forced to leave off their labours, never to return to the same occupation, because they had been split up into groups speaking different languages.

[De Vulgari Eloquentia I, vii, 6)]

The result of wilful disobedience on the part of incorrigible humanity is ‘the confusion of languages’ (confusione linguarum), a linguistic solipsism that separates human groups and individuals from each other. This solipsism is a denial of the social nature of human beings. The isolating individualism which follows leads to the chaotic "one man, one language" equation that return us to the prelinguistic situation in which we are each indeed "a unique species” (propria specie), a species unto ourselves (De Vulgari Eloquentia I, iii, 1). 

Dante offers an original take on the Babel story which reads as an uncanny foretelling of the specialisation that is the most salient characteristic of the modern world. 

Only among those who were engaged in a particular activity did their language remain unchanged; so, for instance, there was one for all the architects, one for all the carriers of stones, one for all the stone-breakers, and so on for all the different operations. As many as were the types of work involved in the enterprise, so many were the languages by which the human race was fragmented; and the more skill required for the type of work, the more rudimentary and barbaric the language they now spoke. 

[De Vulgari Eloquentia I, vii, 7)]

As a punishment for disobedience, universal humanity is fragmented into a diversity of "professional" groups or guilds working on the tower, each speaking in its unique distinct tongue. Dante’s words are prescient, and anticipate a world in which a sophistication in means is achieved at the cost of a diminution of ends. Dante portrays an instrumental world in which means have come to be elevated to take the place of ends, where function has displaced purpose. The more skill required for the type of work, the more functional the language becomes. This a world in which human labour, human creativity, has come to be parcelled out (Marx CI 1976 468). Marx writes of labour being ‘levelled down, parcelled and therefore unfree’. (Marx EW EPM 1975: 344-45). Dante’s focus is upon language, but his criticism of the specialisation of human activity and splitting of human sociality anticipates the ‘humanly estranged existence’ that Marx criticises. Thorsten Veblen characterised this specialisation as a ‘trained incapacity.’ In The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, Max Weber argues that specialisation entails the renunciation of the ‘universality of man’ and involves an asceticism that is a dehumanisation (Weber 1985: 180). 

For Dante, the source of this dehumanisation lies in the human pretension to build a creation to rival and even supersede that of God’s. The post-Babelic world is thus characterised by the increasing fragmentation of language and the increasing isolation of human beings from each other. 

The moral autonomy that lies at the heart of human freedom can be used for good or bad. Human creativity can proceed within Creation, as a cooperation with God. This is Dante’s position, reconciling divine authorship and human poiesis. Alternatively, human creativity can go against the order at the heart of the universe, the ordo universi. And it is this disobedience that Dante targets here, referring to human beings as ‘highly unstable and variable animals’.

I say, therefore, that no effect exceeds its cause in so far as it is an effect, because nothing can bring about that which it itself is not. Since, therefore, all our language (except that created by God along with the first man) has been assembled, in haphazard fashion, in the aftermath of the great confusion that brought nothing else than oblivion to whatever language had existed before, and since human beings are highly unstable and variable animals, our language can be neither durable nor consistent with itself; but, like everything else that belongs to us (such as manners and customs), it must vary according to distances of space and time.

[De vulgari eloquentia (I, ix, 6)]

The habits of human beings change according to time, place and individual preferences.

If, therefore, the speech of a given people changes, as I have said, with the passing of time, and if it can in no way remain stable, it must be the case that the speech of people who live distant and apart from each other also varies in many ways, just as do their manners and customs - which are not maintained either by nature or association, but arise from people's preferences and geographical proximity.

[De vulgari eloquentia (I, ix, 10)]

But the holy tongue remained to those who had neither joined in the project nor praised it, but instead, thoroughly disdaining it, had made fun of the builders' stupidity. This insignificant minority - insignificant in numbers alone - were, as I believe, of the family of Shem, Noah's third son, from which descended the people of Israel, who used this most ancient language until the time of their dispersal.   

[De Vulgari Eloquentia I, vii, 8)]

Which begs the question as to whether human beings can ever come to speak the same language and piece a universal humanity back together again. The quest for the universal is central theme of the Commedia. In the upper reaches of the Paradise, Dante identifies God as the "Alpha and Omega", the alphabet constituting the totality of Creation. 

Lo ben che fa contenta questa corte, 
Alfa e O è di quanta scrittura 
mi legge Amore o lievemente o forte." 

'The good that satisfies this court 
is alpha and omega of whatever scripture 




It’s the language of love that truly unites the human species. The universal is composed by amity and association, by Amore. Ascending even higher in Paradise, Dante portrays God as the Author of authors whose creations are bound into a single volume by love. 

per questo a sostener, tanto ch'i' giunsi 
l'aspetto mio col valore infinito. 

Oh abbondante grazia ond' io presunsi 
ficcar lo viso per la luce etterna, 
tanto che la veduta vi consunsi! 

Nel suo profondo vidi che s'interna, 
legato con amore in un volume, 
ciò che per l'universo si squaderna: 

sustanze e accidenti e lor costume 
quasi conflati insieme, per tal modo 
che ciò ch'i' dico è un semplice lume. 

La forma universal di questo nodo 
credo ch'i' vidi, perché più di largo, 
dicendo questo, mi sento ch'i' godo. 

I grew more bold and thus sustained my gaze 
until I reached the Goodness that is infinite. 

O plenitude of grace, by which I could presume 
to fix my eyes upon eternal Light 
until my sight was spent on it! 

In its depth I saw contained, 
by love into a single volume bound, 
the pages scattered through the universe: 

substances, accidents, and the interplay between them, 
as though they were conflated in such ways 
that what I tell is but a simple light. 

I believe I understood the universal form 
of this dense knot because I feel my joy expand, 




‘In other words, the same binding vowels of authority which define a seemingly impotent and ignorant poet in the Convivio figure the theological unification of absolute Power and absolute Wisdom in the Commedia.’ (Ascoli 2003: 65)





 Human nature and its fulfilment 
Although all desire to know, human beings can be ‘deprived of this most noble perfection by various causes within and outside of man which remove him from the habit of knowledge.’ Dante refers to the soul becoming ‘the follower of vicious pleasures, by which it is so deceived that because of them it degrades the worth of all things.’ (Convivio (I, i, 2-3).

The central focus of Dante's transcendent vision is human nature and its fulfilment. (Dronke 1997). Human fulfilment is no straight, uni-linear path. Various barriers in the form of desire and appetite can divert human beings from their goal. Dante’s argument sees knowledge and virtue working in unison to realise the good in action. Dante’s concern with the fulfilment of human nature places him firmly within the tradition of virtue ethics.

I was moved in the first place to magnify it, and in what way I magnify it may be seen by the following argument. Now things can be magnified, that is, made great, by many conditions of greatness, and nothing makes them so great as the greatness of their own goodness, which is the mother and preserver of all other kinds of greatness.
for man can have no greatness greater than that of virtuous action, which is his own proper excellence, by which the greatness of true dignity, true honor, true power, true riches, true friends, and true and glorious fame are both acquired and preserved.

[Convivio (I, x, 7-8)]

Virtue is indeed its own reward, expressing something about the person rather than of material possession and value. Dante’s argument is Aristotelian in emphasising the actualisation of potentiality so as to realise natural ends.

and this greatness I give to this friend, since what it possesses of potential and latent goodness I make it express actively and openly through its own proper activity, which is to make manifest the meaning conceived. 

[Convivio (I, x, 9)]

Like Aristotle and Aquinas, Dante emphasises the acquisition of the virtues, and the creation of the appropriate regimen for their exercise. Aquinas writes of creating the appropriate habitus so that dispositions come to be formed into habits so that human beings realise and live the good life. Dante is firmly within this Aristotelian-Thomist tradition, arguing that ‘the habit of virtue, whether moral or intellectual, cannot be had of a sudden, but must be acquired through practice’ (Convivio (I, xi, 7). The concern with human fulfilment identifies Dante’s concern as practical to the core. Dante is the philosopher-poet of virtuous action. And this virtue is connected with proximity, friendship and love. Dante writes of ‘nearness’ as ‘the seed of friendship’, of language, the vernacular, as a cause of love ‘which is nearer to me than the others.’ (Convivio (I, xii, 6). These are lessons which inform politics as concerned with human self-realisation in the Good and Just society. With such love, no legalistic social contract is required to bind individuals to ensure the common good. Dante has found a more enduring tie than that contained in a contract. Love is the spirit of the laws.

Moreover, its goodness makes me its friend. Here it should be observed that every goodness proper to a thing is deserving of love in that thing..
The more it is proper to it, the more it is deserving of love; thus, although every virtue in man is deserving of love, that is most deserving of love in him which is most human, and that is justice, which resides in the rational or intellectual part, that is, in the will.   
This is so deserving of love that, as the Philosopher says in the fifth book of the Ethics, they who are its enemies, such as thieves and robbers, love it; and therefore we see that its opposite, namely injustice, is hated most of all, as, for example, treachery, ingratitude, falsehood, theft, rapine, deceit, and the like.

[Convivio (I, xii, 8-10)]

Virtue and goodness are directly linked. (Convivio (I, xii, 12) Dante’s argument contains an ethic which identifies politics as a creative human fulfilment which forms the basis of a communitarian political society bound together by warm and affective ties and solidarities. This would be to see political society not just as a contract amongst citizens but as an Aristotelian association of friends. The Good and Just political state, then, is at bottom a society of love. 

Now we see that in all things relating to speech the apt expression of thought is most loved and praised: therefore this is its prime goodness. Since this is found in our vernacular, as has been clearly shown above in another chapter, it is clear that this is among the causes of love which I bear for it, since goodness, as has been said, is the cause that engenders love.   

[Convivio (I, xii, 13)]

And so we see that all the causes that engender and increase friendship have joined together in this friendship, from which we must conclude that not simply love but most perfect love is what I ought to have, and do have, for it.

[Convivio (I, xiii, 10)]

The desire for knowledge is a impulse for self-realisation implanted by nature. Nature has a rational plan for human beings.

Consequently as the Philosopher says in the first book of the Physics, nature wills that we proceed in due order in our learning, that is, by proceeding from that which we know better to that which we know not so well; I say that nature wills it since this way of learning is by nature innate in us.

[Convivio (II, i, 13)]

Dante connects knowledge and virtue so that human fulfilment is a form of self-knowledge. This comes out clearly in the part of the Convivio where Dante sets out expressly to consider the nature of philosophy. 

Nevertheless after some time my mind, which was endeavoring to heal itself, resolved (since neither my own consolation nor that of others availed) to resort to a method which a certain disconsolate individual had adopted to console himself; and I began to read that book of Boethius, not known to many, in which, while a prisoner and an exile, he had found consolation.

[Convivio (II, xii, 2)]

And just as it often happens that a man goes looking for silver and apart from his intention finds gold, which some hidden cause presents, perhaps not without divine ordinance, so I who sought to console myself found not only a remedy for my tears but also the words of authors, sciences, and books. Pondering these, I quickly determined that Philosophy, who was the lady of these authors, sciences, and books, was a great thing.

[Convivio (II, xii, 5)]

In the honourable tradition of Boethius and Sophia, Dante portrays philosophy as a woman, drawing the conclusion that philosophy is the ideal exemplar of human nature existing in the divine mind (Convivio III, vi, 6). 

I imagined her fashioned as a gentle lady, and I could not imagine her in any attitude except one of compassion, so that the part of my mind that perceives truth gazed on her so willingly that I could barely turn it away from her.

[Convivio (II, xii, 6)]

I began therefore to say: You whose intellect the third sphere moves. Since this lady, as has been said, was the daughter of God, queen of all things, most noble and beautiful Philosophy, we must consider who were these movers and this third heaven. And first I will speak of the heaven, according to the order already employed.

[Convivio (II, xii, 9)]

Dante writes of ‘bringing about perfection in those things disposed thereto’, and seeks the causes.

Concerning the bringing about of perfection, insofar as the first perfection is concerned, namely substantial generation, all philosophers agree that the heavens are the cause, although they explain it differently, some imputing it to the movers, as do Plato, Avicenna, and Algazel; some to the stars themselves, especially in the case of human souls, as do Socrates and also Plato and Dionysius the Academician; and some to celestial virtue which is in the natural heat of the seed, as do Aristotle and the other Peripatetics.

[Convivio (II, xiv, 5)]

Similarly, the sciences are the cause in us of bringing about the second perfection, by the possession of which we are able to contemplate the truth, which is our ultimate perfection, as the Philosopher says in the sixth book of the Ethics when he says that truth is the good of the intellect. Because of these as well as many other kinds of similarity, science may be called "heaven."

[Convivio (II, xiv, 6)]

Dante goes through the various sciences, physics, astronomy, mathematics, seeking their connection with Metaphysics. But for Dante, knowledge is always related to self-knowledge. Physics and Metaphysics are connected in the cause of human fulfilment. Dante is concerned to connect the tangible world revealed by the senses with the intangible world accessed by the human psyche, the soul, the intellect.

Moreover, the pole which we see signifies the sensible things, which, taking them as a whole, Physics treats; and the pole which we do not see signifies the things that are immaterial, which are not sensible, which Metaphysics treats; and therefore the aforesaid heaven bears a great resemblance to the one science and to the other.

[Convivio (II, xiv, 9)]

For Dante, ethics is the Queen of the sciences, bringing meaning and order to all other forms of knowledge.

The Crystalline Heaven, which has previously been designated as the Primum Mobile, has a very clear resemblance to Moral Philosophy; for Moral Philosophy, as Thomas says in commenting on the second book of the Ethics, disposes us properly to the other sciences.

[Convivio (II, xiv, 14)]

For, as the Philosopher says in the fifth book of the Ethics, "legal justice disposes the sciences for our learning, and commands that they be learned and taught in order that they not be forsaken"; so with its movement the aforesaid heaven governs the daily revolution of all the others, by which every day they all receive and transmit here below the virtue of all their parts; for if the revolution of this heaven did not govern in this way, little of their virtue would reach here below, and little sight of them as well.

[Convivio (II, xii, 15-16)]

Dante therefore concludes that ‘if Moral Philosophy ceased to exist, the other sciences would be hidden for some time, and there would be no generation or happiness in life, and in vain would these bodies of knowledge have been discovered and written down long ago. Consequently it is quite evident that this heaven may be compared to Moral Philosophy.’ (Convivio (II, xii, 18)

Here, we enter the realm of truth, not a world of subjective preferences and perspectives speaking only of desire and opinion, but an objective reality which yields true knowledge. It is because such a realm exists that neutrality is not an option for Dante. Scepticism in this light is a moral evasion. Dante plainly subscribes to Aquinas’ view that evil is the privation of good. As a moral being living in a moral universe, the human being is charged with doing good.

Moreover, the Empyrean Heaven by its peace resembles the Divine Science, which is full of all peace and suffers no diversity of opinion or sophistical reasoning because of the supreme certainty of its subject, which is God. Christ says of this science to his disciples: "My peace I give to you, my peace I leave with you," giving and leaving to them his teaching, which is this science of which I speak.

[Convivio (II, xiv,  19)]

Moral philosophy is therefore the supreme science, the science which is integral to human self-knowledge and fulfilment. 

Solomon, speaking of this science, says: "The queens number sixty, and the concubines eighty; and of the young handmaids there is no number: one is my dove and my perfect one." He calls all sciences queens and friends and handmaids, but this one he calls perfect because it makes us see truth perfectly, in which our souls find rest.

[Convivio (II, xiv, 20)]

Dante therefore concludes that Philosophy is the Queen of the sciences.

Then when it says: you will see The beauty of such lofty miracles, it declares that through her shall the beauty of these miracles be perceived; and it speaks truly, for the beauty of wonders is the perception of their causes which she demonstrates, as the Philosopher seems to assert at the beginning of the Metaphysics when he says that by the sight of these beauties men began to fall in love with this lady. We will speak more fully of this word "wonder" in the following book.

[Convivio (II, xv, 11)]

All the rest that follows in this canzone has been made sufficiently clear by the previous exposition. So at the end of this second book I assert and affirm that the lady of whom I was enamored after my first love was the most beautiful and honorable daughter of the Emperor of the universe, to whom Pythagoras gave the name of Philosophy. 

[Convivio (II, xv, 12)]

Even more conclusive evidence that the concern with human fulfilment lies behind the pursuit of knowledge is contained in book IV of the Convivio, the subject of which is human nobility, "l'umana bontade in quanto in noi e da la natura seminata" ("human goodness as it is sown in us by nature," IV, i, 7).

Dante praises the divine action in and beyond nature through the creation of the individual human soul (Convivio IV, xxi, 6). The reference to the divine mind indicates the extent to which the quest for human fulfilment is also the quest for God, a quest to know the mind of God. Dante depicts the universe as emanating from God through a hierarchy of causal agents, with the course of nature and of history on earth being shaped by angelic intelligences in cooperation with the physical heavens (e.g., vii, 1—7). The culmination of created perfection lies in the contemplation of the perfect being of God on the part of finite intelligences (e.g., xxii, 16—17). (Ryan 2003)

Dante puts forward the view that from birth the human being is in quest of God, arguing that God is the only adequate object of the innate human desire for fulfilment. Dante compares God to the base of a pyramid. At the beginning of the journey through life, the human being mistakenly fixes its gaze on the apex formed by the metaphysically minute objects. The desire for fulfilment, however, can only be satisfied by the long journey, not by the direct gaze (IV, xii, 13—17). 











De Monarchia ("On Monarchy" or "A Treatise on Government") was published in 1313. In this work, Dante argued that the authority of a secular ruler is not derived from the authority of the church, nor conferred by the Pope, but derives directly from God. Like every Christian, the ruler is guided in the exercise of this authority by the moral instruction of the spiritual authority.

In A History of Western Philosophy, Bertrand Russell gives this cursory evaluation of Dante’s political and philosophical importance:

Dante (1265-1321), though as a poet he was a great innovator, was, as a thinker, somewhat behind the times. His book De Monarchia is somewhat Ghibelline in outlook, and would have been more timely a hundred years earlier. He regards Emperor and Pope as independent, and both divinely appointed.  In the Divine Comedy, his Satan has three mouths, in which he eternally chews Judas Iscariot, Brutus, and Cassius, who are all three equally traitors, the first against Christ, the other two against Caesar. Dante's thought is interesting, not only in itself, but as that of a layman; but it was not influential, and was hopelessly out of date. 

Russell 1944: ch 14

And that is all the attention that Dante merits in a book containing several hundred pages. This from a philosopher who spent the best part of a century campaigning for world peace and world government, the very ends which Dante sought to realise in politics!! And I’m not sure how pertinent philosophically the criticism that something is ‘out of date’ is. Good and bad, right and wrong, however much they relate to and are expressed according to time and place, are not reducible to the times and circumstances. An argument is good or it isn’t; something is right or it isn’t. The date on the top of the newspaper has no bearing on whether the print within conveys truths or lies. One hears the claim frequently made that something or other should no longer happen or be believed in the twenty first century or that an idea which originates in the fourteenth century – I am thinking of Aquinas and the natural law here – is no longer relevant in the twenty first century. On what grounds? If time and place is the only criteria determining right and wrong, then Aquinas was irrelevant as soon as he died. Indeed, given Aquinas’ intellectual debts to Aristotle, whose works dated back a thousand years, he was ‘out of date’ even as he wrote. But we don’t consider Darwin and the idea of evolution to be wrong on account of its nineteenth century origins. An argument stands or falls on its merits, not its vintage. 

I consider the criticism that Dante, Aquinas, or any thinker is ‘out of date’ to be irrelevant. The criticism is even more inappropriate when applied to Dante and the tradition to which he belongs. This is a tradition in which there is an ultimate reality independent of time and space, in which the three transcendentals of the true, the good and the beautiful are universal and eternal. I read criticisms that Plato, the fountainhead of this tradition, lacks a sense of process. There is indeed a philosophical debate to be had over the nature of this ultimate reality and the role of human agency in accessing, transforming or creating this reality. But in Dante, there is a process. That is precisely what the journey through the Commedia is all about. Dante emphasises the central role of human moral choice and action in realising the goodness that is inherent in all things. (Paradiso IX 7-9)

Dante reconciles Providence, the idea of a preordained ultimate realm, and human freedom, involving agency and moral choice. Dante is a philosopher concerned with living the good life (bene vivere) (Monarchia (I, v, 5), and such a concern is a perennial theme of human life. 

Russell’s idea that Dante’s De Monarchia would have been ‘more timely’ a century earlier raises questions about the status and value of political philosophy as such. The claim would seem to deny the possibility of a political philosophy which deals with certain perennial themes and universal truths, as though political principles are a mere technology in the service of a time- and context-bound politics. (d’Entreves 1959). 

Dante deals with the question of how to reconcile the particular and the general, the individual and the community. I take these to be the central questions of politics. To focus on the practice in time and place is to reduce the principle to the familiar politics of the ins and the outs. The particular institutional features of Dante’s solution may be historically and socially specific, no more and no less than Aristotle’s, Hegel’s and Marx’s, but the principles and values are of universal significance and application. 

And on point of fact, Dante’s case for the independence of the Emperor and the Pope was part of a distinction between natural and supernatural ends which distinguished Dante from the scholastic view of the time, which put the two together. As a political thinker, I argue, Dante was an innovator and I argue further that his arguments have a growing significance in a modern world which is dissolving into a congeries of particularisms and egoisms, increasingly detached from an ever withering public realm, and which is wholly incapable of constituting the common good. Dante is indeed out of date and out of place in such a world – that is precisely why we need to read him and absorb his message more than we have ever done.

The most striking thing about Dante's De Monarchia, written about 1312, is the extent to which it spans the ages. The philosophical anthropology is ancient and draws heavily on Aristotle, the concern to constitute universal government is thoroughly medieval, and the secular character of the imperial leadership proposed is modern. 

Dante's De Monarchia is an attempt to bring the imperial-papal controversy to a conclusion. In doing so, in some respects, it prefaces the opposition to the Pope that would shortly come to be advanced on purely secular grounds. (in the work of Marsiglio of Padua, for example). Dante’s argument is complex and sophisticated, combining elements drawn from both old and new conflicts of political authorities with the church. The argument looks backwards to the imperialists of the thirteenth century and forwards to the secularists of the fourteenth whilst being quite distinctive in its own right. 





 The politics of love 
It is worth emphasising the extent to which Dante connects the search for love with the pursuit of justice. Far from locking love away in some spiritual attic, Dante brings it to the centreground of politics. Love has a direct bearing upon the central questions of politics – justice, the good society and the common good. In the context of the Thomist synthesis of Aristotelian philosophy and Christian cosmology, the coalescence of love and politics should not be so surprising. The questions of human flourishing within the public life of politics – the ultimate end for Aristotle - are resolved within the ultimate end for Aquinas – perfection through union with God. For Dante, politics is preparatory for us coming to see and know God. Dante subscribed to the Aristotelian and Thomist tradition which integrated politics within a comprehensive metaphysical framework. Within this tradition, Dante could not be indifferent to politics. One should not be surprised to read of the extent of Dante’s commitment to and participation in the politics of the Italian city states. There is nothing in Dante of the Christian disdain for and rejection of politics. But Dante’s participation in politics concerns more than mere power struggles. Indeed, Dante is seeking to transcend the petty concerns of politics as practised in the city-states in favour of a larger vision of political peace and unity.

Dante is firmly in line of descent from Plato’s Republic, Laws and Statesman and Aristotle’s Politics in the fourth century BC. Politics is a serious business. Justice matters. Plato repudiated Thrasymachus’ view that ‘justice is the interests of the strongest’. That is a mere power struggle, and might requires no moral sanction or justification. Against this, Plato argued that justice is the social virtue par excellence. (Plato 1987: 40-58, 201, 358). Morality matters. The common good matters. Good government and the common good are central to Thomist moral and political philosophy. Get politics wrong, and we enter the world of tyranny, which Aquinas identifies as the worst form of unjust rule. Dante knew this and experienced it directly, in the most personal sense.

After Aquinas and after Dante came Marsiglio of Padua, whose Defensor Pacis was radically secular and anticipated the modern doctrine of popular sovereignty. There is little of ultimate ends in Marsiglio. The metaphysical framework has been discarded. For Marsiglio the state is a purely human institution, the origin of law and an end in itself. Marsiglio’s belief in the coercive power of the state anticipates the views of Machiavelli some two centuries later. The state he saw as a purely human construct, a natural organism. Well, it had been this for Aristotle, too. But Aristotle identified human beings as social beings requiring a public life in order to flourish. There is a distinction in Aristotle between human beings as they are and human beings as they could be. (MacIntyre 1983). The eudaimonistic component distinguishing between human actuality and potentiality disappears in the secular thread which connects the politics of Marsiglio to the politics of Machiavelli. Such a ‘realistic’ politics takes human beings as they are and sheds any ethical or anthropological concern with a journey from potential to actual perfection and fulfilment. What matters is the security of the state, not the realisation of the potentialities of the people. Love is replaced by a technology of power, affective ties give way to instrumental power, and the concern with ends is abandoned in favour of an obsession with means. 

In the play A Man for All Seasons, Robert Bolt has Thomas More, on trial for his life, pass this judgement on the Machiavellian politics of Thomas Cromwell:

What you have hunted me for is not my actions, but the thoughts of my heart. It is a long road you have opened. For first men will disclaim their hearts and presently they will have no hearts. God help the people whose Statesmen walk your road.

That’s the political world we live in today, obsessing over means to the neglect of ends, and it is far removed from the ancient origins of politics as creative human self-realisation. That’s the world Shakespeare had to deal with, a world in which means displaced ends in politics. If Shakespeare could show no way out of that dark wood of power politics, we need to ask what resources Dante himself could draw upon to show us the right path to take.

Is love the answer? It seems too simple. Dante, of course, knew love poetry, the conventions of Courtly Love; he had a sensual appreciation of women and knew all the joy and despair that follows in its trail. He knew the spiritual quality of love and had idealised Beatrice to such an extent that she took on a divine countenance. But for Dante, love was also an active concept in politics. This is not as surprising as it may sound. From Plato and Aristotle to Aquinas, friendship, amity, is the firm foundation of political life of the community. Plato had defined justice as the social virtue par excellence; Aristotle had defined the human being as a zoon politikon, a social animal. 'All things in common among friends' the saying goes, and it is the personal virtue of individuals that ensure their common use.’ (Aristotle Politics 1981: 115). Aristotle is the most realistic of philosophers, but he expatiates at length on love and friendship as the common ground of politics. Aristotle distinguishes philoi as ‘friends’ and philia, philein etc. as 'affection', 'fond' etc. from philauton as 'selfishness', 'lover of self. The ancient conception defines humanity as a social and cooperative species, possessed of both philia (friendship) and dike (justice).
St Thomas Aquinas combines will, love, justice and mercy within the ultimate end for human beings in relation to God. He makes love and the passions the very naturalistic basis of morality. 

Human beings need others in order to be themselves. The common good and the common life is at the heart of any politics so defined. Politics is a matter of love. The key question of politics is how disparate men and women might, as social individuals, join together in their various orders and degrees, in order to best live and flourish well. Does the binding element come from within, via love, or does it have to be imposed from without, via law?

‘That wisdom and control should, if possible, come from within; failing that it must be imposed from without, in order that, being under the same guidance, we may all be friends and equals’ 





 The political background 
Dante’s argument owes much to Aristotle's Ethics and Politics, as well as to Aquinas’ reading of Aristotle. This is immediately apparent in the way that Dante comes to define the central problem of politics. Like Aristotle, attempting to define the polis in an age of civil war and arrogant independence on the part of city-states and their individual members, Dante's principal aim was to discover the basis of unity and peace between the fractious city-states of Italy. (Davis 1984; Gilson 2005; Grayson 1980; Najemy 2006).

Whatever Dante's reputation as philosopher-poet, his life was hardly quiet and contemplative. Dante was entangled in the heated and intense politics and antagonisms of Popes and emperors, powerful families and the popoli, rivalries and feuds which characterised political life within the Italian city states. In being active in the conflict between temporal and spiritual power, Dante came to suffer much. His criticism of the encroachment of the papacy in political affairs earned him a death sentence and exile. In response, in the Commedia, Dante condemns his enemy, Pope Boniface VIII, to Hell as a simoniac and usurper. And in Paradiso Dante has no less than St Peter himself condemn Boniface. 

Dante is a political being to the core, and, for all of his synthesising and harmonizing qualities, he could bear a grudge. Dante damns Florence and the Florentines throughout the Commedia. In her study of the political vision of the Comedy, Joan Ferrante argues that Florence served as the model for the corrupt society that Dante depicted in the Inferno. (Najemy 2003). Dante repeatedly excoriates the Florentines for the violence, factionalism, and instability of their politics; for their excessive pursuit and consumption of wealth; and for their criminal resistance to the divinely ordained authority of the Roman emperor. That’s quite a charge sheet. Dante affirms a political vision of public order and active citizenship, affirming an Aristotelian conception of public life against the Florentines’ absorption in private concerns. Dante's Hell is populated by a disproportionate number of Florentines. 

Behind the calm, elegant and logical structure of De Monarchia lies the brutal experience of roughhouse politics, power struggles and exile. It is plain wrong to portray Dante as an idealist detached from ‘the real world’, on account of his argument for the universal interest, tranquillity and world government. Dante made this argument in full knowledge of, not detachment from, harsh political realities. Dante knew those realities and had suffered from them more than most. That is precisely why he came to make the case for political peace. Dante well knew that political dissension and discord as a result of cross purposes, contradictory aims and unwarranted encroachments were evils that ruined public life and made a Hell of people’s lives. To be sceptical, detached and neutral is to condemn others to evil. Indifference and abstentionism were not options in Dante’s world. To be neutral, to stand apart, is to consent to the prevailing status quo. It’s a choice, however passive.

Whatever Dante’s particular grievances with respect to Florence, his critique is founded upon a political vision of general significance, a vision of peace and unity. The violent factional conflicts that rent Florence apart are really a microcosm of the divisions that rent human society as such. The background is the long struggle between the Guelfs and the Ghibellines in the mid-thirteenth century, followed by the civil war that erupted between the Blacks and the Whites around 1300. The first appearance of Florence in the Commedia comes in canto 6 of the Inferno. Here, the glutton Ciacco identifies himself to Dante as one who lived in "your city, which is so full of envy." Dante asks "what the citizens of the divided city will come to," "if any one in it is just," and "why such discord has assailed it." Ciacco prophesies the fractious events of 1300—02: the exile of the Blacks by the Whites, the return of the Blacks, and the "heavy burdens" the victors inflict on the vanquished.

The importance of the details lies in the way that the popular communal government of the popolo adumbrates the organic functionalism which Dante affirms in De Monarchia. In that work, Dante develops the need for the universal in the shape of the Just and Good society. The governments of the popolo give an indication of how such a society could be constituted. Dante was not a supporter of the popolo, however. Indeed, he criticised the popolo at length. At the same time, many prominent themes associated with the popolo do reappear in Dante. Dante’s criticism of the practice of the popoli did not prevent him from identifying with principles he could support.

Dante's critical words are directed specifically against its upper class of large, rich, and politically influential families. These are the grandi whom Dante blames for leading Florence into two tragic periods of civil war. Dante’s condemnation of the politics of family and faction echoes the voice of the popolo, the non-elite local merchants, shopkeepers, notaries, and artisans of the guild community who had pioneered an alternative citizen politics. In canto 10, Dante has Farinata, informed that his family and party had become permanent exiles, ask: "why is that people ['popolo'] so fierce against my kindred in all its laws?" 

E se tu mai nel dolce mondo regge, dimmi: perché quel popolo è sì empio incontr' a' miei in ciascuna sua legge?" 

'And, so may you return to the sweet world, 
tell me, why are your people, 




Whilst ‘the people’ here refers to the Florentines in general, the significance of the juxtaposition of the "popolo" and its "laws" as alluding to the governments of the popolo would have been apparent. The chief concern of those popular governments was to check the arrogance and prepotenza of the great families and their party organizations within the strict enforcement of laws. That’s the answer to Farinata. And Dante seems to give his support.

The reign of the popolo founded communal government upon the active consent and representation of local and professional associations. Members of both the Guelf and Ghibelline parties were kept out of important office for a number of years; the old association of knights, through which the aristocracy had directly participated in the government of the commune before 1250, was abolished; and the prohibition against private or family towers higher than twenty-nine meters, was both decreed and enforced. Through these measures and others, the popolo sought to rein in the private power and violence and faction fighting which characterised the elite families in politics. These are all attempts to take enmity out of politics which Dante would have supported. (I am indebted to Najemy (2003, 2006) for the historical details).

In the brief spell of popular government in 1266-67, the guilds emerged as the principal institutional alternative to the elite, organising themselves into a federation whose governing committee claimed the right to represent the member associations in communal government. This set the template for the guild movement of the 1280s and 1290s, when the guilds formed a much larger federation to transform Florence's republican polity. 

It is not difficult to understand what guilds as professional associations could offer Dante as he came to develop a vision of organic functionalism. Guilds were voluntary, self-constituted structures of functional authority and representation, universitates that were given the right to assume obligations by members on their own behalf. Guilds had the right to establish and enforce regulations governing professional and business activities, to guarantee agreements with outside parties, to "render justice [ius reddere]" and function as courts. The guilds were thus a form of social self-government, little social republics whose authority and jurisdiction was created and guaranteed by the members themselves in the promises they made and oaths they undertook. The guilds embodied and articulated a theory and practice of social government via the legitimate authority of self-constituted collectivities.

Whilst it would be wrong to make Dante one of the popolo  - or a Guild socialist in the making - certain features of the popular communal government of the day feed into the conception of organic functionalism which Dante presents in De Monarchia. Indeed, Dante’s main criticism of the popolo seems to be that the practice failed to live up to the principle. 

The example of the popolo established the potential for communal government in the future. Dante shared the popolo's conviction that Florence’s principal political problem, standing in the way of peace and unity, was the grandi, the elite of great families. Against the "laws" and "ordinances" of the popolo, the aristocracy resorted to intimidation and violence. Faction fighting was second nature to these families. In contrast, the political and historical discourse of the popolo contained the potential to constitute the universal, and this is what attracted Dante at the level of principle.

In the famous Ordinances of Justice in January 1293, the associating guildsmen defined justice, according to Roman law, as the "constant and perpetual desire to secure to each his own right." These rights would be secured by a formal federation of the city's guilds. Anticipating the legal maxim that would form the basis of modern democratic theories of representation, the Ordinances decreed that "that which touches all must be approved by all," and "that is considered most perfect which consists of all its parts and is approved by the judgment of them all." Each of the guilds was invited to send a legal representative, a syndic, to swear the guild's loyalty to the "good, faithful, pure society, and company" of the twenty-one guilds which constituted the whole structure. The members of at first thirty-eight and then later seventy-two upper-class families were barred from sitting on the priorate, the consulates of the guilds, and certain of the legislative councils. The lesson is clear. The guilds were demonstrating a capacity to constitute themselves as a public realm, systematically excluding those forces which tended to private interest, contention and faction.

A tradition of popular communal government with the potential for a better public order was in the process of being established and Dante certainly shared the popular critique of the politics of factionalism practised by the elite families. But Dante kept his distance from the popolo's attempt to define an alternative politics. In his invective against "servile Italy" in Purgatorio 6, Dante comes out as a vociferous critic of the popolo. Dante’s political position is, in truth, not too difficult to understand. As one who was against factionalism and civic strife, and in favour of the universal interest that unites each and all, Dante refuses to take sides and big stands on the lesser issues of political power. Dante was seeking a politics which would transcend such interminable power struggles. The politics of power struggles revolves around the narcissism of minor and petty differences. Indeed, the adversaries fight each other more on account of being alike rather than different, in that they share an obsession with power and control. Dante affirms a bigger conception of politics. In Purgatorio 6, Dante invokes the imperial solution to the miseries of civil war. 

Ahi serva Italia, di dolore ostello, 
nave sanza nocchiere in gran tempesta,
non donna di province, ma bordello! 

Quell' anima gentil fu così presta, 
sol per lo dolce suon de la sua terra, 
di fare al cittadin suo quivi festa; 

e ora in te non stanno sanza guerra 
li vivi tuoi, e l'un l'altro si rode 
di quei ch'un muro e una fossa serra.

Cerca, misera, intorno da le prode 
le tue marine, e poi ti guarda in seno,
s'alcuna parte in te di pace gode.

Che val perché ti racconciasse il freno       
Iustinïano, se la sella è vòta? 
Sanz' esso fora la vergogna meno.     

Ahi gente che dovresti esser devota,      
e lasciar seder Cesare in la sella,        
se bene intendi ciò che Dio ti nota,         

guarda come esta fiera è fatta fella         
per non esser corretta da li sproni,        
poi che ponesti mano a la predella.         

O Alberto tedesco ch'abbandoni          
costei ch'è fatta indomita e selvaggia,         
e dovresti inforcar li suoi arcioni,     

giusto giudicio da le stelle caggia          
sovra 'l tuo sangue, e sia novo e aperto,         
tal che 'l tuo successor temenza n'aggia!         

Ch'avete tu e 'l tuo padre sofferto,        
per cupidigia di costà distretti,       
che 'l giardin de lo 'mperio sia diserto.         

Ah, Italy enslaved, abode of misery,  
pilotless ship in a fierce tempest tossed,  
no mistress over provinces but a harlot!  

How eager was that noble soul,  
only at the sweet name of his city,  
to welcome there his fellow citizen!  

Now your inhabitants are never free from war,  
and those enclosed within a single wall and moat  
are gnawing on each other.  

Search, miserable one, around your shores,  
then look into your heart,  
if any part of you rejoice in peace.  

If there is no one in your saddle, what good  
was it Justinian repaired your harness?  
Your shame would be less great had he not done so.  

Ah, you who should be firm in your devotion  
and let Caesar occupy the saddle,  
if you but heeded what God writes for you,  

see how vicious is the beast not goaded  
and corrected by the spurs,  
ever since you took the bridle in your hands.  

O German Albert, who abandon her  
now that she is untamed and wild,  
you who should bestride her saddle-bow,  

may the just sentence falling from the stars  
upon your blood be strange enough and clear  
that your successor live in fear of it!  

In that far land, both you and your father,  
dragged along by greed, allowed  




Molti han giustizia in cuore, e tardi scocca 
per non venir sanza consiglio a l'arco; 
ma il popol tuo l'ha in sommo de la bocca. 

Molti rifiutan lo comune incarco;  
ma il popol tuo solicito risponde    
sanza chiamare, e grida: "I' mi sobbarco!"   

Many others have justice in their hearts,  
even if its arrow's late to fly from all their talking,  
but yours have justice ready on their tongues.  

Many others refuse the public burden. But yours  
are eager with an answer without even being asked,  





Dante is rejecting the narrow confines of the political battle between tyranny and liberty. For Dante, this all-consuming conflict, which destroys civic unity and disturbs the political peace, is little more than shadow boxing. The victory and the defeat of the one or the other of the contending parties is an endless game that resolves nothing. The incessant changes in laws, coinage, institutions, customs, and structures on the political surface change nothing at the level of fundamentals. However destructive, it is all a pretend politics that seems designed to avoid the real source of Florence's misery: "like the sick woman who cannot find repose upon the down, but with her tossing seeks to ease her pain." 

Dante’s rejection of the popolo and its notions of justice, citizen participation, law and constitutional government would seem to be emphatic. Dante specifically targets the key terms in the popolo's discourse of politics. He repeats "popol tuo": "giustizia," "consiglio," "comune," "leggi," "civili," "viver bene," "provedimenti," "officio," and "membre." The ‘exertions of your people’, ‘justice’, ‘plan’, ‘advice’, ‘court’, ‘law’, ‘civil order’, ‘the good life’, ‘office’, ‘member’. 




 Political architectonics 
In De Monarchia, Dante argues in clear and forthright terms for a strong, just and peacemaking Emperor to implement and administer the universal order. Dante announces the purpose of the treatise clearly at the beginning. 

Now there are three main points of inquiry which have given rise to perplexity on this subject: first, is it is necessary to the well-being of the world? second, did the Roman people take on the office of the monarch by right? and third, does the monarch's authority derive directly from God or from someone else (his minister or vicar)?  

[De Monarchia (I, ii, 3)]

Dante thus proposes to answer three questions in three books: first, whether universal monarchy is necessary for the well-being of mankind; second, whether the Roman people acquired universal authority justly; and third, whether imperial authority is derived directly from God or depends on some other authority instituted by God (that is, the Papacy). 

The answers that Dante gives to these questions are coloured by a particular philosophical tradition. From Aristotle's Nichomachean Ethics and Politics, and from Aquinas' reading of Aristotle, Dante learned that politics is the great ordering art of the common life of human beings, prescribing what acts are desirable. Importantly, this Aristotelian conception of politics establishes the foundations of civil society on the rational nature of human beings, not the Church.

The political architectonics are striking. Dante is an architectonic thinker, constructing his argument over three books. The structure parallels the three stages used in philosophical demonstration, the syllogism consisting of major premise, minor premise and conclusion. Each of the books is structured in like manner, beginning, as does Aristotle, with a first principle. The first book has as its first principle: 'that the activity proper to mankind considered as a whole is constantly to actualise the full intellectual potential of humanity, primarily through thought and secondarily through action'. This principle is affirmed throughout: ‘For if we consider a single person, we shall see that what happens in the individual is this: while all the faculties are directed towards happiness, it is the intellectual faculty which guides and directs all the others; otherwise happiness is unattainable.’ (De Monarchia (I, v, 4).

To achieve this potential, peace is required, something which is best achieved through having the one temporal ruler. Dante takes the Roman Empire under Augustus as the exemplar for such political peace. (Davis 1957).
The first book contains the premise upon which the arguments concerning the utility of universal monarchy are founded. He discusses the useful functions performed by the subordinate societies in contributing to the health of the whole. The culmination of ordered civil life in the "humana civilitas" savours the adumbrations in the Convivio (IV, iv). Dante argues that the proper function of the "humana civilitas" is to "keep the whole capacity of the possible intellect constantly actualized, primarily for speculation, and secondarily for action" (De Monarchia I, iv, 1). 
Dante is primarily concerned with action in De Monarchia. For Dante, this activity with respect to the humana civilitas is ordained by nature, and is distinct from the ends that nature had decreed for the individual, the family, the village, and city or kingdom, since it can only be achieved by the whole society of humankind, a multitude of individuals, since nature does not allow for potentiality to remain unactualized. 
The second book develops this Roman example, anticipating the manner in which Machiavelli proceeds in the Discourses on Livy two centuries later. Dante proceeds to build a theology of history, premised upon the necessity of the Roman Empire, however pagan, for the subsequent development of Christianity. Dante, once more, builds his argument from a first principle: 'that what God wills in human society must be considered true and pure right'. Dante proceeds to demonstrate that this Empire was part of God's providential grace. 

The function of the Empire in realising this end lies in delivering the peace that is the necessary condition of the realisation of humanity's goal. It is "in the tranquillity of peace" that the "humana civilitas" can best accomplish its end. Certainly, the lesser societies of which individuals are members have a role to play in the fulfilment of this goal. But only the universal authority of the Empire can bring universal peace and institute the proper government of the whole legal and political community of men.

Having thus established the major and minor premises in Books I and II, Dante concludes the argument in Book III. The basic thrust of the argument here is that the temporal power of the Emperor, the monarch of the book’s title, has a distinct and autonomous part to play in God's dealings with the world and therefore does not depend upon or derive from the spiritual power of the Pope. Once more, Dante’s demonstration is a rational development from a first principle: 'what is contrary to nature's intention is against God's will'. Again, Dante’s argument is in the natural law tradition of both Aristotle and Aquinas. (The fact that Dante’s argument here is contrary to Aquinas’ indicates the extent to which reason has a creative, variable role to play in interpreting nature’s intention and God’s will – natural law is thus not a straight and strict reading of an ethic from nature, but possesses great flexibility. We are allowed to use our reason, and reason has a creative role to play in discerning – determining? - natural purposes and ends. This gives us great scope to use the natural law in the contemporary world. This law has a history, the history of human reason and its exercise and unfolding). 




 Philosophical anthropology 
Dante's political thought is grounded in his general philosophical anthropology, which is Aristotelian and purpose driven to the core. The end of human fulfilment is grounded in the universal end of nature. 

Since therefore the goal of the human race is itself a necessary means to achieving the universal goal of nature, it is necessary that nature wills it. For this reason Aristotle in the second book of the Physics rightly shows that nature always acts with an end in view.  

[De Monarchia (II, vi, 5)]

The natural law is the law of the reason that God planted in human beings. The actualisation and exercise of this reason is the realisation of freedom.

So let this inviolable truth be formulated at the outset: what is contrary to nature's intention is against God's will. For if this were not true, its contradictory would not be false, i.e. what is contrary to nature's intention is not against God's will.  

[De Monarchia (III, ii, 2)]

We must therefore now see what is the purpose of human society as a whole; when we have seen this, more than half our work will be done, as Aristotle says in the Ethics.  
And to throw light on the matter we are inquiring into, it should be borne in mind that, just as there is a particular purpose for which nature produces the thumb, and a different one for which she produces the whole hand, and again a purpose different from both of these for which she produces the arm, and a purpose different from all of these for which she produces the whole person; in the same way there is one purpose for which the individual person is designed, another for the household, another for the small community, yet another for the city, and another for the kingdom; and finally the best purpose of all is the one for which God Everlasting with his art, which is nature, brings into being the whole of mankind. And it is this purpose we are seeking here as the guiding principle in our inquiry.  
Consequently the first point to bear in mind is that God and nature do nothing in vain; on the contrary whatever they bring into being is designed for a purpose. For in the intention of its creator qua creator the essential nature of any created being is not an ultimate end in itself; the end is rather the activity which is proper to that nature; and so it is that the activity does not exist for the sake of the essential nature, but the essential nature for the sake of that activity.  

[De Monarchia (I, iii, 1-3)]

Dante therefore proceeds from Aristotle's conception of man as a zoon politikon, a political and social animal requiring a public life, or politikon bion, in order to realise innate human potentialities. Human beings are sociable beings and not isolated individuals primarily concerned purely with his own salvation, dependent on God alone. 'No man was able to obtain felicity by himself without the aid of many, inasmuch as he needs many things which no one is able to provide alone.' 

There is therefore some activity specific to humanity as a whole, for which the whole human race in all its vast number of individual human beings is designed; and no single person, or household, or small community, or city, or individual kingdom can fully achieve it. Now what this activity is will become clear when once we clarify what is the highest potentiality of the whole of mankind.  

[De Monarchia (I, iii, 4)]

The natural sociability of human beings implies the need for co-operation amongst individuals so as to achieve their common aims and fulfil their common purposes. Dante argues that the goal of all humanity is the realization of the whole potentiality of human intellect. 

So the highest faculty in a human being is not simply to exist, because the elements too share in the simple fact of existence; nor is it to exist in compound form, for that is found in minerals; nor is it to exist as a living thing, for plants too share in that; nor is it to exist as a creature with sense perception, for that is also shared by the lower animals; but it is to exist as a creature who apprehends by means of the potential intellect: this mode of existence belongs to no creature (whether higher or lower) other than human beings.  

[De Monarchia (I, iii, 6)]

Dante therefore affirms that ‘the highest potentiality of mankind is his intellectual potentiality or faculty.’ (De Monarchia I iii 7).

He defines the 'felicity' for which human beings worked together as 'the virtuous exercise of our rational faculties in the active and (so far as may be on earth) in the contemplative life'. This end cannot be achieved through the efforts of individuals or small groups alone. Humankind must advance as a whole to achieve the complete realization of the whole potentiality of the human intellect. This requires a harmonious effort of lasting cooperation. 

And since that potentiality cannot be fully actualised all at once in any one individual or in any one of the particular social groupings enumerated above, there must needs be a vast number of individual people in the human race, through whom the whole of this potentiality can be actualised; just as there must be a great variety of things which can be generated so that the whole potentiality of prime matter can continuously be actualised; otherwise one would be postulating a potentiality existing separately from actualisation, which is impossible.  





 Political peace 

Dante establishes political peace within the universal realm as the central goal of politics, the resolution of what he identifies to be the key problem of political life.

And since what holds true for the part is true for the whole, and an individual human being "grows perfect in judgment and wisdom when he sits at rest", it is apparent that mankind most freely and readily attends to this activity - an activity which is almost divine, as we read in the psalm: "Thou hast made him a little lower than the angels" - in the calm or tranquillity of peace. Hence it is clear that universal peace is the best of those things which are ordained for our human happiness.  

[De Monarchia (I, iv, 2)]

That is why the message which rang out from on high to the shepherds was not wealth, nor pleasures, nor honours, not long life, nor health, nor strength, nor beauty, but peace; for the heavenly host said: "Glory to God on high, and on earth peace to men of good will".  

[De Monarchia (I, iv, 3)]

Dante identifies political peace as an essential condition of human beings being able to realise their ultimate end.

From the arguments developed so far, it is clear what is the better, indeed the best, way of enabling mankind to engage in the activity proper to humanity; and consequently we see the most direct means of achieving the goal to which all our human actions are directed as to their final end. That means is universal peace, which is to be taken as the first principle for the arguments which follow.  

[De Monarchia (I, iv, 5)]

Peace and unity go together to create the conditions for flourishing well within the good life for all. Perfect being, perfect unity and perfect goodness are inextricably linked.

Again, I say that being, unity and goodness are related in a sequence, according to the fifth sense of the term "priority". Being naturally comes before unity, and unity before goodness: perfect being is perfect unity, and perfect unity is perfect goodness; and the further removed something is from perfect being, the further it is from being one and consequently from being good.  

[De Monarchia (I, xv, 1)]

It is clear then that everything which is good is good for this reason: that it constitutes a unity. And since concord, in itself, is a good, it is clear that it consists in some unity as in its root.  

[De Monarchia (I, xv, 4)]

Having made these preliminary points, Dante is in a position to establish his central proposition: ‘all concord depends on the unity which is in wills; mankind in its ideal state represents a kind of concord; for just as one man in his ideal state spiritually and physically is a kind of concord (and the same holds true of a household, a city, and a kingdom), so is the whole of mankind; thus the whole of mankind in its ideal state depends on the unity which is in men's wills.’ (De Monarchia (I, xv, 8)





 The Universal Monarchy 

Dante’s argument is that political peace is essential if humankind is to realise its true potential. This peace is best actualized in a monarchy. "For if it is otherwise, not only is the end of the civil life thwarted, but even the city ceases to be what it was." The precise definition of a monarchy and the identification of its institutional components require clarification. By ‘monarchy’, Dante is arguing for the universal interest as embodied in the Empire. The most important point to grasp here is the key principle of uniting particular interests and the general interest. Dante’s argument is buttressed by an organic and holistic functionalism in which the appropriate ordering and complementarity of the parts creates a greater whole. The goodness of the "totality" is greater than the sum of the component parts. 

The human totality therefore is said to be properly related to its whole in the same way that its own parts are properly related to the human totality itself. Its parts are related to it by means of a single principle. . .  The totality itself therefore is properly related, absolutely speaking, to the universe or to its ruler, who is God and the monarch, by means of one principle only, namely, a single ruler. Hence it follows that the monarchy is necessary to the world for its well-being.

[De Monarchia (I, vi, 8-10).

Dante constantly reinforces this point:

What was affirmed in the minor premiss is therefore quite correct, i.e. that the monarch alone is the person who can be best disposed to rule: therefore the monarch alone can best dispose other people. It follows from this that monarchy is necessary to the well-being of the world.  

[De Monarchia (I, xiii, 8)]

Dante, On Monarchy, in Ralph Lerner and Muhsin Mahdi, eds., Medieval Political Philosophy (Ithaca: Cornell Univ. Press, 1963), 418-38.

Dante’s case for monarchy is in the anti-hierocratic tradition. Dante could succeed where the Salian and Staufen emperors could not because he had available to him the tools of Aristotelian philosophy and the Thomist synthesis. Dante could supply the very distinction which was absent in the earlier anti-hierocratic thinkers – the Pope’s writ ran in supranatural things, the Emperor’s in natural things.

Dante’s double ordering of things distinguished him from scholasticism. Aquinas had subordinated imperial authority to the spiritual authority of the Pope, although he arranged things appropriately in accordance with natural and supernatural ends. Dante divided Pope and Emperor. 

Dante’s solution cast apparently insoluble problems into new light. Dante’s universalising intent is humanistic in that it applied to all humankind. Dante conceived humankind as one unit, comprising not just Christians, but Moslems, Jews, and pagans. Dante referred to this body as 'the human race', humanity (humanitas), and the human state, the humana civilitas. Dante’s thought here indicated a significant change. Whereas a hundred or so years earlier, civilitas meant civility or politeness or humane approach, for Dante the term applied to the human race, humankind as such, which the emphasis being placed on the individual citizens composing humanitas.

Dante’s argument combines natural and supernatural aspects. Humankind is most perfect when its likeness comes to reflect the divine, achieving final union with the divine. In like manner, human beings are most perfect when sharing in the majesty of the king and being most unified with him. For Dante, what is considered to be true of God in relation to the universe offers proof of both what is and what ought to be in terms of the relationship between ruler and subjects. Similarly, justice is best served when it is rendered by one who is all-powerful and possesses a will that is full of charity and "right love" and free from all greed. This, for Dante, is the monarch.

If we consider a small community, whose purpose is neighbourly support in relation both to people and to goods, there must be one person who guides the others, either appointed by someone from outside or emerging as leader from among their number with the agreement of the others; otherwise not only will they fail to achieve that neighbourly collaboration, but sometimes, if a number of people contest the leadership, the whole community is destroyed.  

[De Monarchia (I, v, 6)]

If we consider a city, whose purpose is to be self-sufficient in living the good life, there must be one ruling body, and this is so not only in just government, but in perverted forms of government as well; if this should not be the case, not only is the purpose of social life thwarted, but the city itself ceases to be what it was.  

[De Monarchia (I, v, 7)]

Lastly, if we consider an individual kingdom - and the purpose of a kingdom is the same as that of a city, but with greater confidence that peace can be maintained - there must be one king who rules and governs; otherwise not only do those who live in the kingdom not achieve that purpose, but the kingdom itself falls to ruin, in accordance with those words of the infallible Truth: "Every kingdom divided against itself shall be laid waste".  

[De Monarchia (I, v, 8)]

If this holds true in these cases and in individuals who are ordered to one particular goal, then the proposition advanced above is true; now it is agreed that the whole of mankind is ordered to one goal, as has already been demonstrated: there must therefore be one person who directs and rules mankind, and he is properly called "Monarch" or "Emperor".  

[De Monarchia (I, v, 9)]

Therefore, since the monarch is the most universal cause among mortals that men should live the good life (for other rulers are a cause only by virtue of him, as we have seen), it follows that the good of mankind is dear to him above all else.  

[De Monarchia (I, xi, 18)]

In this, Dante follows St Thomas Aquinas, for whom monarchy is the best form of government. Aquinas’ rationale is also apparent in Dante: 

The best regime of a community is government by one person, which is made evident if we recall that the end for which a government exists is the maintenance of peace. Peace and unity of subjects is the goal of the ruler. But unity is more congruently the effect of one than of many.

Aquinas recognises that the monarchical regime is defective to the extent that as good as a king may be, he is never as good as the whole community which comprises the whole. A monarchy, then, may fail to take advantage of the way that the whole is constituted by the parts. For Aquinas, the theoretically superior regime of monarchy can be maintained in practice only on certain conditions. Both Aquinas and Dante are Aristotelians and hence recognise that human beings are social and political beings. All people, on account of their essential humanity, aspire to liberty and equality. This aspiration must be articulated in the participation of all in public life. This aspiration is so integral to human dignity that its frustration would threaten to produce dissension, an evil which must be avoided at all costs. Liberty and equality are therefore the essential conditions of a sustainable monarchy.

Aquinas ensures that there is a popular element to kingly rule so that the people come to have a stake in the public good, its character and its operation. The potential that monarchical rule could degenerate into tyrannical abuses is thus to be checked. The monarchy must be made "temperate" (temperetur potestas) as a result of instituting a form of government which limits the king's power and satisfies the popular desire for participation and recognition. Aquinas calls this the "mixed regime." 

Dante’s views are consistent with the Thomist position in that his argument for monarchy as the best regime is based upon and incorporates human freedom as an imperative. In other words, one should not make the mistake of thinking that ‘monarchy’ in Dante’s conception entails an elite rule that denies the basic principles of human freedom and justice. The truth is the exact opposite.

The humanistic character of De Monarchia becomes apparent in Dante's discussion of human freedom and the exercise of the human will. For Dante, as for Aristotle and Aquinas, the distinguishing feature of the human being is the capacity for reason. Dante insists on the supremacy of freedom.

When this has been grasped, it can also be seen that this freedom (or this principle of all our freedom) is the greatest gift given by God to human nature - as I have already said in the Paradiso of the Comedy - since by virtue of it we become happy here as men, by virtue of it we become happy elsewhere as gods.  

[De Monarchia (I, xii, 6)]

Since this is the case, ‘who will not agree that the human race is at its best when it is able to make fullest use of this principle?’ (De Monarchia (I, xii, 7). The human race is at its best when it is free. Dante establishes that principle as the core principle of good government.

This concern with freedom as an innate gift, the core of the human essence, is worth emphasising given the temptation to read the case for monarchy in terms of an elitist split between ruler and ruled, monarch and subjects. This is not what is implied in Dante’s conception. Dante is clear on this point, and the point bears repetition. Dante insists that the human race is at its best above all when it is free.

Now the human race is in its ideal state when it is completely free. This will be clear if we clarify the principle of freedom.  

[De Monarchia (I, xii, 1)

Therefore it must be borne in mind that the first principle of our freedom is free will, which many people talk about but few understand. For they go so far as to say that free will is free judgment in matters of volition.

[De Monarchia (I, xii, 2)]

The intellectual powers of human beings are the guide and the rule in all human affairs. On sound Aristotelian grounds, then, Dante connects freedom to reason as the universal and innate capacity of all human beings. Freedom exists only when the judgment of human beings determines, "anticipates," our appetites. The non-human animal is not free, since it is passively determined by its appetite. Human beings have the capacity for choice independent of the appetite, and this independence is the basis of freedom. These powers imply the exercise of free will, and form the condition of human freedom. The human will is free in existing for its own sake rather than being determined by something else: "this freedom ... is the greatest gift conferred by God on human nature, for through it we are rendered happy here as men, through it we are rendered happy elsewhere as gods." For Dante, this freedom is the condition for felicity on Earth, since only that which is free exists for its own sake, and not for the sake of something or somebody else. Dante concludes that people exist for their own sake and not for something else only under the universal monarchy. 

But living under a monarch it is supremely free. Thus it must be borne in mind that a thing is free which exists "for its own sake and not for the sake of something else", as Aristotle states in the Metaphysics. For a thing which exists for the sake of something else is necessarily conditioned by that other for whose sake it exists, as a route is necessarily conditioned by its terminus.  

[De Monarchia (I, xii, 8)]

Mankind exists for its own sake and not for the sake of something else only when it is under the rule of a monarch, for only then are perverted forms of government (i.e. democracies, oligarchies and tyrannies), which force mankind into slavery, set right - as is clear to anyone who examines them all; and only then do kings, aristocrats (known as the great and the good), and those zealous for the freedom of the people govern justly; for since the monarch loves men most, as we have already noted, he wants all men to become good; and this cannot happen under perverted forms of government.  

[De Monarchia (I, xii, 9)]

For Dante, other forms of government, democracies as well as oligarchies, "force the human race into slavery." Slavery to the appetites is a denial of human freedom. The universal monarchy is justified, therefore, on account of it setting a moral and institutional framework which allows human beings to transcend their appetites, exercise their free will and thus actualise freedom.

Justice and freedom in the fullest sense are possible only under such a monarchy. Indeed, it is the object of "just regimes such as these [to] aim at freedom, namely, that men may exist for their own sakes." 

The modern mind would struggle with Dante’s claims here. Surely, a monarchy is a denial of human freedom? And surely, a democracy is the form of government which most expresses the direct connection of the rational and moral capacity innate to all with freedom? Dante’s reasoning is, however, sound. Democracy does not translate the rational and moral capacity of all individuals into public life in any direct sense at all. On the contrary, Dante is pointing to the extent to which individuals can become enslaved to desire and hence be determined and constrained by their appetites. In such a democracy, human beings are enchained to the empirical necessity of appetite. Rather than exercise their reason and act out of free moral will, individuals follow their egos, wants, inclinations. Such a condition is a denial of freedom, not its realisation.

For it often happens that men who guide their will by the light of reason, should they be swayed by misguided impulses, put the light of reason behind them and are dragged by passion like blind men, and yet obstinately deny their own blindness.  

[De Monarchia (III, iii, 4)]

All such things are barriers which stand in the way of human reason and morality, and ensure that democracy is not so much the rule of the people, as the people ruled by their own necessitous nature. Freedom, Dante makes clear, is about the exercise of choice independent of appetite. Dante maintains a principle of restraint in which reason prevails over desire.

These ends and the means to attain them have been shown to us on the one hand by human reason, which has been entirely revealed to us by the philosophers, and on the other by the Holy Spirit, who through the prophets and sacred writers, through Jesus Christ the son of God, coeternal with him, and through his disciples, has revealed to us the transcendent truth we cannot do without; yet human greed would cast these ends and means aside if men, like horses, prompted to wander by their animal natures, were not held in check "with bit and bridle" on their journey.  

[De Monarchia (III, xvi, 9)]

In ensuring the tranquillity of peace, monarchy best constitutes that framework for independence. (Patterson 1991: ch 22)

And since none can reach this harbour (or few, and these few with great difficulty) unless the waves of seductive greed are calmed and the human race rests free in the tranquillity of peace, this is the goal which the protector of the world, who is called the Roman Prince, must strive with all his might to bring about: i.e. that life on this threshing-floor of mortals may be lived freely and in peace.  






There is, of course, room for extensive argument concerning the institutional features of such a universal government. Plato argued for the philosopher-ruler. In my own work, I argue for the rule of philosophy through all human beings coming to realise, develop and exercise their innate rational capacity and thereby determine their lives rather than be determined by immediate nature. I take Dante to be arguing for some such principle. Dante calls the realisation of such a principle ‘monarchy’. Constituted through a complex interimbrication of intermediary associations, scaled according to appropriate power and competence, and arranged in ascending order to work for the common good, this universal monarchy could easily be called a democracy. In this formulation, democracy is a process integral to creative human self-realisation. The system is founded on the principle and practice of functional representation, placing the accent on what individuals do. This is quite distinct from the democracy of opinion which prevails in the modern world. In this contemporary democracy, individuals participate in the public realm only periodically, as individual voters voting in detachment from their social, functional or corporate identity. When people are ruled by appetite and not by reason, democracy is less the rule of the people than their enslavement to selfish interest.

In other words, democracy as the rule of the people presumes that the people are capable of ruling themselves, transcending their appetites by moral choice. This would meet Aristotle’s definition of the citizen in the Politics as one who capable of ruling and being ruled in turn. In the democracy constituted by functional representation, ‘the people’ are more than an aggregate of isolated individuals but exist as an active reality. 

Now if judgment controls desire completely and is in no way pre-empted by it, it is free; but if judgment is in any way at all pre-empted and thus controlled by desire, it cannot be free, because it does not act under its own power, but is dragged along in the power of something else.  

[De Monarchia (I, xii, 4)]

Human beings transcend desire and organise according to the social interests that bind them together to form a public life.

And that is why the lower animals cannot have free will, because their judgments are always pre-empted by desire. 

[De Monarchia (I, xii, 5)]

Human beings, therefore, are moral beings as well as biological beings. By nature, human beings have free will. ‘Therefore it must be borne in mind that the first principle of our freedom is free will,’ and this ‘free will is free judgment in matters of volition.’ (De Monarchia (I, xii, 2). In exercising this free will to overcome desire, human beings form themselves into actual and actively moral beings. 

Now if judgment controls desire completely and is in no way pre-empted by it, it is free; but if judgment is in any way at all pre-empted and thus controlled by desire, it cannot be free, because it does not act under its own power, but is dragged along in the power of something else.  

De Monarchia (I, xii, 4)

Dante is concerned with action, human beings coming to extend the sphere of human control over their common life. The possession of free will is a moral capacity which gives human beings the potential to extend the sphere of human control in relation to the physical universe.

For it must be noted that there are certain things (such as mathematics, the sciences and divinity) which are outside human control, and about which we can only theorise, but which we cannot affect by our actions; and then there are certain things which are within our control, where we can not only theorise but also act, and in these action is not for the sake of theory, but theorising is for the sake of taking action, since in these the objective is to take action.  

[De Monarchia (I, ii, 5)]

Dante’s accent is on the practical as against the theoretical and the speculative. At the beginning of De Monarchia, Dante makes it clear that it is ‘doing’ which mattered most: 'our present matter is not primarily concerned with thinking, but with doing'. 

Cum ergo materia presens politica sit, ymo fons atque principium rectarum politiarum, et omne politicum nostre potestati subiaceat, manifestum est quod materia presens non ad speculationem per prius, sed ad operationem ordinatur.  

Now since our present subject is political, indeed is the source and starting-point of just forms of government, and everything in the political sphere comes under human control, it is clear that the present subject is not directed primarily towards theoretical understanding but towards action.  

[De Monarchia (I, ii, 6)]

The point bears repetition, Dante’s emphasis is upon doing rather than just thinking. The approach is quite consistent with the existentialism of St. Thomas Aquinas, for whom being is act-of-being, the actualisation and exercise of immanent potentialities. Aquinas put theoretical reason and practical reason together, the one informing and building on the other, in the manner of Aristotle. Theorising, Dante makes clear, is for the sake of taking action. Dante thus offers politics and poetics as a moral praxis in which theory and practice go together and inform and energise each other.

Dante’s central theme is that the pursuit of human ends based on the natural potentialities of human beings, that is, the pursuit of humanity for its own sake, and not for the sake of some extraneous aim. 

Now the human race is in its ideal state when it is completely free. This will be clear if we clarify the principle of freedom.

[De Monarchia (I, xii, 1)]

In an unfree condition, human beings act for ends which are external to them. In a free state, human beings act in pursuit of their own ends. Dante calls human activity in pursuit of human ends politizare. Politizare refers to human beings acting in a political manner with the aim of achieving human happiness. The concept is a recovery of the ancient roots of politics as the creative self-realisation of the human social and rational essence.

Dante values ‘doing’ insofar as it aims at the practical realization of human potentialities. The complete realisation of humanity itself is the end of political and social organisation, for 'the function of any right government is to see that men exist for their own sakes'. 

But living under a monarch it is supremely free. Thus it must be borne in mind that a thing is free which exists "for its own sake and not for the sake of something else", as Aristotle states in the Metaphysics. For a thing which exists for the sake of something else is necessarily conditioned by that other for whose sake it exists, as a route is necessarily conditioned by its terminus.  

[De Monarchia (I, xii, 8)]

A narrow focus on the precise institutional form of government can divert attention from Dante’s real political concern, that the form of government should embody and articulate the fundamental principle that humankind exists for its own sake. 

Mankind exists for its own sake and not for the sake of something else only when it is under the rule of a monarch, for only then are perverted forms of government (i.e. democracies, oligarchies and tyrannies), which force mankind into slavery, set right - as is clear to anyone who examines them all; and only then do kings, aristocrats (known as the great and the good), and those zealous for the freedom of the people govern justly; for since the monarch loves men most, as we have already noted, he wants all men to become good; and this cannot happen under perverted forms of government.  

[De Monarchia (I, xii, 9)]

Humankind ‘exists for its own sake and not the sake of something else.’ Over four hundred years later, the philosopher Immanuel Kant revolutionised modern moral philosophy with his categorical imperative. Kant argues that human beings are ‘rational beings’ and ‘are called persons because their nature already marks them out as ends in themselves—that is, as something which ought not to be used merely as a means—and consequently imposes to that extent a limit on all arbitrary treatment of them (and is an object of reverence).’ (Kant 1991: 91).

I agree. It’s just that no one in the natural law tradition would disagree. The fact that Kant is considered such a titan of modern moral thought should indicate the extent to which modernity has lost sight of first principles.

In seeking the right form of government as against ‘perverted forms’, Dante is seeking that form of public life which enables human beings to exist for their own sake and not for the sake of some external force. Dante is seeking a form of government that is intrinsically ordered according to the realisation of human potentiality and which corresponds to, rather than contradicts, the exercise of free will. He calls this a monarchy, but, in truth, it is an empire, conceived as the embodiment of the universal good that binds and realises the interests of each individual and all individuals.

Dante therefore defines government as service to the people. Government is 'the minister (servant) of all' (minister omnium). 

Thus it is apparent that, although a consul or a king are masters over others with respect to means, with respect to ends they are the servants of others; and this is especially true of the monarch, who is to be considered without doubt the servant of all men. Thus it is already clear that the very same goal which requires the formulation of laws requires also that there be a monarch.  

[De Monarchia (I, xii, 12)]

The meaning of this term minister omnium can be understood better in comparison with the traditional designation of the ruler as 'a minister of God'. For Dante, the monarch is the servant of all on account of serving the end of human self-realisation above all – ‘respect to ends they are the servants of others’.





 Particular interests and the good of the whole 

Dante seeks to so organise the parts composing the social organism so that they come to complement one other and thereby enhance the good of the whole. Dante’s great achievement is to have modelled this whole as an ideal unity and living organism, relating the parts together and structuring life according to ascending levels of purpose to form a greater whole. 

If, as seems to be the case, human beings are meaning seeking, symbol making creatures, then Dante is the master. The argument of The Divine Comedy is beautifully structured, almost mathematical, possessing a relatedness that draws the inner person out of the prison of the ego and into the outer world of other souls. In modern parlance, Dante shows the path leading us from the minimal self to the maximal self, seeing ourselves in others and as part of a bigger picture. This idea of ascending purposes allows each of us to find a place so as to contribute to the greater whole, a symbiosis of the parts that creates synergy. It is a view that appealed to the Christian socialist R.H. Tawney, who concludes his book The Acquisitive Society with an exposition of Dante’s practical philosophy.

The famous lines in which Piccarda explains to Dante the order of Paradise are a description of a complex and multiform society which is united by overmastering devotion to a common end. By that end all stations are assigned and all activities are valued. The parts derive their quality from their place in the system, and are so permeated by the unity which they express that they themselves are glad to be forgotten, as the ribs of an arch carry the eye from the floor from which they spring to the vault in which they meet and interlace. 

Tawney 1982 ch 11 conclusion, last page

That defines the democracy of place, purpose and person over against the democracy of subjective opinion and self-interest. In such a society of ascending purposes, with organised according to appropriate scale and competence, free will and judgement triumph over desire. It is the free society. 
The attainment of Being comes through the realisation of purpose.

Such a combination of unity and diversity is possible only to a society which subordinates its activities to the principle of purpose. For what that principle offers is not merely a standard for determining the relations of different classes and groups of producers, but a scale of moral values. 

Tawney 1982 ch 11 conclusion

The economic problem is, in origin, a moral problem arising from the inversion of means and ends. Tawney proceeds to argue that economic activity should be assigned to its proper place as the servant, and not the master, of society. The problem of modern civilization is not merely the maldistribution of wealth, but that economics has come to hold a position of exclusive predominance among human life, a position which ‘no single interest, and least of all the provision of the material means of existence, is fit to occupy.’ (Tawney 1982 ch 11).

From first to last, this is Dante, for whom the greatest sin of all is avarice. From the sin of avarice all other sins follow. The Acquisitive Society that prevails in the modern world is the very antithesis of the free society that Dante founded on the exercise of free will over against the determination of appetite. The modern world is the corrupt Florentine society that Dante saw in the process of emerging in his own day writ large. The modern world has built a social system organised around avarice and the results are plain to see. ‘Like a hypochondriac who is so absorbed in the processes of his own digestion that he goes to his grave before he has begun to live, industrialized communities neglect the very objects for which it is worth while to acquire riches in their feverish preoccupation with the means by which riches can be acquired.’ (Tawney 1982 ch 11). 

In Dante’s language, modern government neglects the end for which it is constituted, with the result that human beings do not exist for the sake of themselves but are forced to serve ends which are external to them.

Tawney concludes by arguing that this obsession by economic issues is as local and transitory as it is repulsive and disturbing. 

To future generations it will appear as pitiable as the obsession of the seventeenth century by religious quarrels appears to-day; indeed, it is less rational, since the object with which it is concerned is less important. And it is a poison which inflames every wound and turns every trivial scratch into a malignant ulcer. Society will not solve the particular problems of industry which afflict it until that poison is expelled, and it has learned to see industry itself in the right perspective. If it is to do that, it must rearrange its scale of values. It must regard economic interests as one element in life, not as the whole of life. It must persuade its members to renounce the opportunity of gains which accrue without any corresponding service, because the struggle for them keeps the whole community in a fever. It must so organize its industry that the instrumental character of economic activity is emphasized by its subordination to the social purpose for which it is carried on. 

Tawney 1982 ch 11

Dante proceeds to arrange parts and whole so as to ensure a free society in which human beings exist as ends in themselves. 

And as a part stands in relation to the whole, so the order in a part stands to the order in the whole. A part stands in relation to the whole as to its end and perfection: therefore the order in a part stands to the order in the whole as to its end and perfection. From this it can be deduced that the goodness of the order in a part does not exceed the goodness of the order in the whole, but rather the reverse.  

[De Monarchia (I, vi, 1)]

Now since there are two kinds of order observable in things, i.e. the order which relates part to part, and the order which relates the parts to some other entity which is not a part (thus the component parts of an army are interrelated one to another, and they are related to their commander), the order of the parts in relation to that single entity is better, for it constitutes the end or purpose of their interrelationship; their interrelationship exists for the sake of their relationship to the single entity, and not vice versa.  

[De Monarchia (I, vi, 2)]

In this rational organisation of the component parts of the social organism, Dante anticipates the findings of game theory concerning the need for communication and cooperation to bring about the most optimal outcome of all members of the community. The defection of those members concerned with self-interest, however few, serves to block the realisation of the common end. Dante’s ideal is inclusive and universal in that all human beings are members of the human state. Dante will have no free riders in his ideal polity, since their selfish interest operates to dissolve the common ethic.

For Dante, humanity as a whole constituted the one body politic over which a single authority should preside. 

And thus all the parts we have enumerated which are lower than kingdoms, and those kingdoms themselves, must be ordered to one ruler or one rule, that is to a monarch or monarchy.  

[De Monarchia (I, vi, 4)]

The principal purpose of this world government is peace. Human beings can pursue and realise the full development of their intellectual powers only in conditions of quietude and security. Dante’s state is thus founded on St Thomas Aquinas's conception of tranquilitas. The end is peace. Dante is seeking to harmonize the discords of human society, by joining its activities together in relation to the spiritual purpose from which they derive their true meaning.

There is nothing passive and contemplative about Dante’s view of harmony as tranquilitas. Dante reaffirms the practical orientation of his conception. Peace is a practical undertaking and requires commitment: ‘Now the intellectual potentiality of which I am speaking is not only concerned with universal ideas or classes, but also (by extension as it were) with particulars; and so it is often said that the theoretical intellect by extension becomes practical, its goal then being doing and making.’ (De Monarchia I iii 9).

For Dante, universal monarchy is the best form of government by virtue of its ability to check the ruinous conflicts and enmities between states and for thus ensuring conditions of peace and security. In supporting his case, Dante recycled some familiar arguments from the imperial-papal controversy, such as the claim that the rule of one man imitated the rule by God, whose essence was unity, in support of his choice. 

And every thing is in a good (indeed, ideal) state which is in harmony with the intention of the first mover, who is God; and this is self-evident, except to those who deny that divine goodness attains the summit of perfection.  

[De Monarchia (I, viii, 1)]

It is God's intention that every created thing should show forth His likeness in so far as its own nature can receive it. For this reason it is said: "Let us make man in our image, after our likeness"; for although "in our image" cannot be said of things lower than man, "after our likeness" can be said of anything, since the whole universe is simply an imprint of divine goodness. So mankind is in a good (indeed, ideal) state when, to the extent that its nature allows, it resembles God.  

[De Monarchia (I, viii, 2)]

But mankind most closely resembles God when it is most a unity, since the true measure of unity is in him alone; 
But mankind is most a unity when it is drawn together to form a single entity, and this can only come about when it is ruled as one whole by one ruler, as is self-evident.  
Therefore mankind is most like God when it is ruled by one ruler, and consequently is most in harmony with God's intention; and this is what it means to be in a good (indeed, ideal) state.

[De Monarchia (I, viii, 3-5)]

And again it follows from this that in the created world right is simply the image of divine will; and thus it follows that whatever is not in harmony with divine will cannot be right, and whatever is in harmony with divine will is by that very fact right.  

[De Monarchia (II, i, 5)]

Such reasoning was familiar at the time. Dante has more original reasons in support of his case, and these are more cogent. Here, Dante’s key argument is that the universal monarch is powerful enough to be able to override the forces of dissension disrupting the political peace. 

Dante’s argument is premised on the parts being so arranged as to serve the good of the whole. The argument is plainly Aristotelian, following Aristotle’s conception of the state as the supreme community of all smaller communities. (Aristotle Politics Bk 1 1981: 59). The common good is frustrated whenever the interests of a part are put before the interests of the whole. This particularism, Dante reasoned, constituted the central political problem of the Italian city states. The covetousness of rulers for greater possessions and power continued to engender further threats to political peace, encouraging them to pursue private ambitions before the liberty of the subjects, escalating conflicts and imperilling ultimate well-being. Dante reconciles human freedom and Providence to the effect that human beings perform the will of God so as to attain the ultimate goal of humanity. However, to the extent that subjects are coerced into furthering the selfish ambitions of the ruler, so their own prescribed end is neglected and freedom denied. Justice, which depends on freedom, is violated. 

Justice is at the heart of Dante’s politics.

Furthermore, the world is ordered in the best possible way when justice is at its strongest in it. Thus Virgil, wishing to praise the age which seemed to be emerging in his day, sang in his Eclogues: "Now the Virgin returns, the reign of Saturn returns". For "the virgin" was their name for justice, whom they also called "Astrea"; the "reign of Saturn" was their name for the best of times, which they also called "golden".  

[De Monarchia (I, xi, 1)]

For Dante, laws are 'the image of natural justice . . . and the observance of them is not only proved not to be slavery, but is plainly seen to be itself the highest liberty'. Whenever states and their rulers put their own particular interests before the interests of the whole, the good of the community, freedom, justice and the realisation of the ends of humanity are all undermined. The inevitable result is endless conflict between self-aggrandizing rulers. The peace and unity required for the full realisation of the potentiality of the human intellect cannot be achieved under such conditions. 

The universal monarch is therefore the resolution of the problem of how to balance particular interests within the universal interest. 

Justice is at its strongest only under a monarch; therefore for the best ordering of the world there must be a monarchy or empire.  

[De Monarchia (I, xi, 2)]

Since the monarch is all powerful, he is free from the interminable power struggles of politics and can therefore devote his attentions to the universal good.

As far as actions are concerned, justice is sometimes impeded with regard to power; for since justice is a virtue that operates in relation to other people, if someone does not have the power to give to each person what is his, how will he act in accordance with justice? From this it is clear that the more powerful a just man is, the more effectively will justice be brought about by his actions.  

[De Monarchia (I, xi, 7)]

Building on this exposition we can argue as follows: justice is at its strongest in the world when it resides in a subject who has in the highest degree possible the will and the power to act; only the monarch is such a subject; therefore justice is at its strongest in the world when it is located in the monarch alone.  

[De Monarchia (I, xi, 8)]

To clarify the first of these it must be noted that the thing most contrary to justice is greed, as Aristotle states in the fifth book of the Ethics. When greed is entirely eliminated, nothing remains which is opposed to justice; hence Aristotle's opinion that those things which can be resolved by law should in no way be left to the judge's discretion. And it is fear of greed which makes this necessary, for greed easily leads men's minds astray. But where there is nothing which can be coveted, it is impossible for greed to exist, for emotions cannot exist where their objects have been destroyed.  

[De Monarchia (I, xi, 11)]

Invested with all power and satiated in all ambitions, the universal monarch would be free of the vice of covetousness and hence be prone to pursue the good of the whole community. Free from the lust for power, the monarch would exhibit a kindly disposition, making him the best dispenser of justice. The universal monarch would be impartial and benign in executing laws, laws which are acceptable to human beings and which are in accordance with the ultimate aim, the realisation of intellectual power. Only a universal monarch, free of the desire for self-aggrandizement, could transcend the particularism of the self-interested ruler. With no personal ambitions to pursue, the universal monarch is free to serve the interests of the whole community. The monarch is the servant of universal human ends and hence the servant of all human beings: 'It is clear that although the consul, or the king, be masters of the rest as regards the way, yet as regards the end they are servants; and the Monarch most of all, for he must assuredly be regarded as the servant of all.' 

Freedom as the liberty to do right would flourish under the universal monarch. Raised above contending selfish interests, the omnipotent monarch is in a position to enforce the law so that humankind as a whole is free to pursue its ultimate end. Dante emphasises the power of law as binding on all human beings as well as states within a system of universal law. Law thus functions as a necessary condition of humankind coming to attain its final end. Dante therefore argued for human beings to accept a supreme authority in the figure of the universal monarch, so that the law could be enforced and the particularistic wills of members be transcended so as to secure the peace and unity of the world. For Dante, one monarch executing one law, set up in imitation of the divine monarchy and functioning in accordance with best examples of the Roman empire offered the best hope of freeing Italy, indeed the whole of Europe and the world, from the scourge of political conflict and war. With political peace, humankind would be free to forge ahead to the complete fulfilment of the whole potentiality of the human intellect. 

In the Convivio, Dante argues that in geographical terms, imperial authority extends over the whole world, that is, to the banks of the great sea that Dante held to encircle the land area of the earth. That image of oceanic boundaries crops up again in De Monarchia.

But there is nothing the monarch could covet, for his jurisdiction is bounded only by the ocean; whereas this is not the case with other rulers, whose sovereignty extends only as far as the neighbouring kingdom, as is the case, for instance, with the kings of Castille and of Aragon. From this it follows that of all men the monarch can be the purest embodiment of justice.  

[De Monarchia (I, xi, 12)]

The very term ‘monarchy’ is likely to mislead and put people off. Dante’s universal monarchy is an argument for the Empire, a world government presiding over the socio-institutional framework of the universal interest. As the purest embodiment of justice, the universal monarchy sets the conditions of the common life which enables human freedom and flourishing for all. Dante’s De Monarchia allows us to hold in the mind's eye a pattern of ascending purposes within a conception of the common good. These purposes function as fundamental components of a well-being community which fosters the good life and enables human beings to flourish well. (for a developed statement of this conception of the good life, see Finnis 1980: 219-22).





 The moral function of the Emperor 
For the ancients, ethics denotes the adherence of the will to correct rational decision. Such ethics guided human beings to their human and natural felicity, which Aristotle defines as full activity according to the intellectual and moral virtues. Dante argued that such virtues were within the natural power of all human beings, both pagans and Christians alike. The function of the empire is to encourage and facilitate the acquisition and exercise of these virtues, and to restrain their opposites, unregulated passions, particularly, cupidity. 

Dante discusses at length the Emperor's function as the implementer and instiller of moral philosophy. For Dante, the Emperor possessed a crucial moral role.

In the Commedia, Dante writes of Italy ‘enslaved,’ ‘per cupidigia di costà distretti, che 'l giardin de lo 'mperio sia diserto’





Cupidity, ‘cupidigia’, is an inordinate desire for wealth and power, a strong desire. The attack on greed and avarice is a consistent theme running throughout Dante’s work. To be genuinely ‘universal’, the emperor should be free from ‘cupidity’. 

Dante says that the Emperor, as omnipotent, is, or should be, free from cupidity, which means he should possess its obverse, charity, in the highest degree. 

Moreover, just as greed, however slight, dulls the habit of justice in some way, so charity or rightly ordered love makes it sharper and brighter. So the man in whom rightly ordered love can be strongest is the one in whom justice can have its principal abode; the monarch is such a man; therefore justice is or can be at its strongest when he exists.  

[De Monarchia (I, xi, 13)]

Charity invigorates the justice which should inform all the legal and political judgments of the Emperor. Justice, in turn, strengthens peace. The effect the Emperor's rule is moral liberty on the part of the subjects, something which entails a willing obedience to just laws. And just laws are those framed for the good of those subject to them.

For if laws are not framed for the benefit of those who are subject to the law, they are laws in name only, but in reality they cannot be laws; for laws must bind men together for their mutual benefit. For this reason Seneca speaks appositely of the law when he says in De quatuor virtutibus that "law is the bond of human society".

[De Monarchia (II, v, 3)]

For Dante, politics involves facilitating the actualization of the potential intellectual power that distinguishes human beings as rational beings. Dante thus defines the temporal felicity of the human race as the full realisation and exercise of the intellectual and moral virtues. Underlying all is love, which is the true good of man – and woman.

That rightly ordered love does what has been stated can be deduced from this: greed, scorning the intrinsic nature of man, seeks other things; whereas love, scorning all other things, seeks God and man, and hence the true good of man. Since among the other goods available to man living in peace is supremely important (as we saw earlier), and justice principally and most effectively brings this about, love most of all will strengthen justice, and the stronger love is the more it will do so.  

[De Monarchia (I, xi, 14)]

The purpose of law is to restrain cupidity and demonstrate equity (Convivio IV, vi, 17). Dante quotes Augustine here, to the effect that if men had such equity in their hearts there would be no need of written law (IV, ix, 18). Human beings would do good on account of knowing it innately, not out of obedience to external law. However, in the post-lapsarian state, human beings require such law and they require someone to enforce it. This someone is the emperor, the rider of the human will (IV, ix, 10). It is the duty of the emperor to control the cupidity that Aristotle shows to be natural to men (Politics 1, 9), the cupidity which is manifested in the ambitions of subordinate societies like kingdoms and cities (IV, iv, 3). As the supreme ruler, the emperor possesses everything and therefore has nothing further to desire. He is therefore free from cupidity and hence able to act as the just and impartial arbiter of disputes (De Monarchia I, x, 1-3). Rent by civil dissension and petty ambition, Italy stands in need of such an emperor.

The emperor also helps inculcate in human beings that true freedom which issues from the willing adherence of individuals to the rational choices made by using their intellectual powers. The emperor also helps inculcate law through the enforcement of "written reason." Dante believed like Aristotle that it is well-nigh impossible to be a good man in a bad state. If morality matters, then so, too, does politics.

Hence Aristotle in the Politics says that in bad government the good man is a bad citizen, whereas in good government the good man and the good citizen are one and the same thing. And these just forms of government aim at freedom, i.e. that men should exist for their own sake.  

[De Monarchia (I, xii, 10)]

The emperor should therefore support rightly constituted subordinate states, that is, those states which are dedicated to liberty; and he should oppose those forms of government which are contrary to liberty, such as tyrannies, oligarchies, and democracies. Dante argues that government exists for the good of the citizens, not vice versa, and that the emperor is the servant of all.

For citizens do not exist for the sake of consuls, nor the people for the sake of the king, but on the contrary consuls exist for the sake of the citizens and the king for the people; for just as a political community is not formed for the sake of the laws, but the laws are framed for the benefit of the political community, in the same way those whose lives are governed by the law are not there for the sake of the legislator, but rather he is there for their sake, as Aristotle says in those writings he left to us on this subject.  

[De Monarchia (I, xii, 11)]

Thus it is apparent that, although a consul or a king are masters over others with respect to means, with respect to ends they are the servants of others; and this is especially true of the monarch, who is to be considered without doubt the servant of all men. Thus it is already clear that the very same goal which requires the formulation of laws requires also that there be a monarch.  

[De Monarchia (I, xii, 12)]

Therefore mankind living under a monarch is in its ideal state; from this it follows that monarchy is necessary for the well-being of the world.  

[De Monarchia (I, xii, 13)]

Dante’s argument here should be compared to Marx’s claim in the Critique of Hegel’s Doctrine of the State that 'all forms of state have democracy for their truth' (Marx CHDS 1975:89). This democratic principle runs throughout Marx’s argument. ‘Democracy is the truth of monarchy; monarchy is not the truth of democracy… Monarchy cannot be explained in its own terms; democracy can be so explained. In democracy no moment acquires a meaning other than what is proper to it. Each is really only a moment of the demos as a whole.’ (CHDS 1975: 87). 
‘Moreover, it goes without saying that all forms of the state have democracy for their truth and that they are untrue to the extent that they are not democracy.’ (Marx EW CHDS 1975). There are endless passages in Marx to this effect. I would argue that Marx’s conception of an active democracy expressing a principle of functional representation is in accordance with Dante’s principle that government exists for the good of the citizens and not vice versa. 

‘In democracy, man does not exist for the sake of the law, but the law exists for the sake of man, it is human existence, whereas in other political systems man is a legal existence. This is the fundamental distinguishing feature of democracy. (Marx EW CHDS 1975). 

Apart from highlighting the underlying Aristotelian influence in the work of both Dante and Marx, the similarity also underlines the extent to which Dante’s conception of the universal monarchy is a democratic conception in which citizens come together to create and act in accordance with the universal good. Democracy here takes the shape of a functional representation within an ascending system of purposes crowned by the universal good of the imperial state. We need to understand democracy in this sense as human beings transcending their immediate appetites and coming to exercise their capacity for free will. This is a democracy that corresponds to and enhances the human ontology, as against those forms of government which contradict and inhibit it.

The question is how close or how far apart are Dante’s conception of monarchy and Marx’s democracy? My view is that both are engaged in the search for the universal good.

In monarchy the whole, the people, is subsumed under one of its forms of existence, the political constitution; in democracy the constitution itself appears only as one determining characteristic of the people, and indeed as its self-determination. In monarchy we have the people of the constitution, in democracy the constitution of the people. Democracy is the solution to the riddle of every constitution. In it we find the constitution founded on its true ground: real human beings and the real people; not merely implicitly and in essence, but in existence and in reality. The constitution is thus posited as the people's own creation. The constitution is in appearance what it is in reality: the free creation of man. It could be argued that in certain respects this might be said also of constitutional monarchy. But the distinguishing characteristic of democracy is that in it the constitution is only one facet of the people, that the political constitution does not form the state for itself. 

Marx EW CHDS 1975

This would be to see the universal monarchy as ‘the free creation of man’. Would Dante disagree? Of central concern to both is the common good.

It is rather to be understood in this sense, that mankind is to be ruled by him in those matters which are common to all men and of relevance to all, and is to be guided towards peace by a common law. This rule or law should be received from him by individual rulers, just as the practical intellect, in order to proceed to action, receives the major premiss from the theoretical intellect, and then derives the minor premiss appropriate to its own particular case, and then proceeds to the action in question.  





 The Empire and the Papacy 

In Dante as a Political Thinker, Alessandro Passerin d'Entreves diminishes the significance of Dante's theory of the empire. He claims that De Monarchia is an aberration, a result of Dante being temporarily swayed by the hope that a human saviour could come along and take away the sins of the world. D’Entreves accuses Dante here of forgetting the fundamental Christian view humankind is redeemed and saved from within, and not from without. De Monarchia in this respect offers the view of redemption and salvation through politics. This, d’Entreves claims, is contrary to the Christian position. He goes on to claim that the Commedia marks Dante’s return to the Christian view. 

My view is that d’Entreves sees an opposition where there is none. There is no incompatibility at all between the fundamental importance Dante invested in the empire – which is also very clearly stated in the Commedia – and the Christian view of redemption and salvation. The Commedia makes it clear, and other writings such as the Convivio confirm this view, that Dante believed that human beings must be saved both within and without. The personal is the political. Dante makes the emperor, in the form of the universal monarchy, the essential agent in this task of salvation on earth. The idea of the universal empire, and the argument for its necessity for the attainment of human happiness, is a central theme which recurs throughout the Commedia. The view that this idea is a passing phase in Dante’s thought simply cannot be sustained. 

Dante’s consistent view is that the empire or universal monarchy signifies the supreme command directing all other commands, the jurisdiction embracing and authorizing all other jurisdictions, the will uniting all other wills (Convivio IV, 4). This is the central argument of De Monarchia and forms Dante’s central focus. By imperium, Dante clearly means universal authority. Originally won by the Roman people under the republic, this authority was passed to the emperor or imperial office, which Dante refers to as "imperiatus." According to Dante, the holder of the office is chosen by God, with this choice presently being announced through the German electors. The empire is the political authority regulating the "humana civilitas," by which Dante means the civil order of humankind. "Civilitas" was a term that translators of, and commentators on, Aristotle in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries would use to translate the Aristotelian word politeia, or "polity," treated in its constitutional aspect. Dante used the term more generally to mean "polity" or "government." The greatest, or "humana civilitas," embraces the whole human family, and attains its political fulfilment under the empire.

That empire is universal in ruling over the entire world. It comes directly through God, and not through the mediation of the Papacy. 

Thus we have sufficiently proved with the above arguments, by a reduction to the absurd, that the authority of the empire in no way derives from the church.

[De Monarchia (III, xv, 10)]

Thus it is evident then that the authority of the temporal monarch flows down into him without any intermediary from the Fountainhead of universal authority; this Fountainhead, though one in the citadel of its own simplicity of nature, flows into many streams from the abundance of his goodness.  

[De Monarchia (III, xvi, 15)]

Whilst the papal dignity is higher than the imperial dignity, it belongs to an entirely different sphere. Whilst the pope depends on theological teachings to lead human beings to the divine end of salvation; the emperor depends on philosophical teachings to lead human beings to their human end of temporal happiness. 

In the Purgatorio, Dante has Marco Lombardo attribute the prevalence of evil on earth to be due not to the misuse of free choice in any general sense, but as a result of the Church's coming to usurp the role of the Empire in temporal affairs. 

Di picciol bene in pria sente sapore; 
quivi s'inganna, e dietro ad esso corre, 
se guida o fren non torce suo amore. 

Onde convenne legge per fren porre; 
convenne rege aver, che discernesse 
de la vera cittade almen la torre. 

Le leggi son, ma chi pon mano ad esse? 
Nullo, però che 'l pastor che procede, 
rugumar può, ma non ha l'unghie fesse; 

per che la gente, che sua guida vede 
pur a quel ben fedire ond' ella è ghiotta, 
di quel si pasce, e più oltre non chiede. 

Ben puoi veder che la mala condotta 
è la cagion che 'l mondo ha fatto reo, 
e non natura che 'n voi sia corrotta. 

Soleva Roma, che 'l buon mondo feo, 
due soli aver, che l'una e l'altra strada 
facean vedere, e del mondo e di Deo. 

L'un l'altro ha spento; ed è giunta la spada 
col pasturale, e l'un con l'altro insieme 
per viva forza mal convien che vada; 

però che, giunti, l'un l'altro non teme: 
se non mi credi, pon mente a la spiga, 
ch'ogn' erba si conosce per lo seme. 

'At first it tastes the savor of a trifling good. 
It is beguiled by that and follows in pursuit  
if guide or rein do not deflect its love.  

'Therefore, there was need that laws be set  
to act as curbs, need for a ruler to discern  
at least the tower above the one true city.  

'Yes, there are laws, but who takes them in hand?  
No one, because the shepherd who precedes  
may chew his cud, but does not have cleft hooves.  

'The people, then, who see their leader lunge  
only at the good for which they themselves are greedy,  
graze on that and ask for nothing more.  

'As you can plainly see, failed guidance  
is the cause the world is steeped in vice,  
and not your inner nature that has grown corrupt.  

'Rome, which formed the world for good,  
once held two suns that lit the one road  
and the other, the world's and that to God.  

'The one has snuffed the other out, the sword  
is fastened to the crook, and these two,  
forced to be together, must perforce go ill,  

'since, joined, the one fears not the other.  
If you don't believe me, think of a grain of wheat,  




The result of the Church’s encroachment into the world of politics is to have brought about the worst of both words, with institutional failure in the temporal and the spiritual realms. The Empire is failing to fulfil its role of bringing human beings to their happiness on Earth; and the Church is failing to guide human beings on their journey towards heaven.

Dì oggimai che la Chiesa di Roma, 
per confondere in sé due reggimenti, 
cade nel fango, e sé brutta e la soma." 

'Spread the word, then, that the Church of Rome,  
confounding in herself two governments, stumbles  




The question back to Dante would be that if the Church didn’t intervene in an attempt to secure the universal good, what guarantee was there that the Empire would? Did the Empire have the power and inclination to form and represent the universal good? Or was the Church having to intervene in the absence of a genuine universality within the temporal realm? Dante’s harsh words in the Commedia are consistent with the view he expresses in the third book of De Monarchia, where he argues that the authority of the Empire derives directly from God, not the Pope. (De Monarchia III, xv). 

It is worth emphasising that Dante is not against the Papacy as such. What Dante is opposed to is the political interference of the Church in temporal affairs and the way that this undermines efforts to bring about the Earthly Paradise. Dante affirms that both the empire and the papacy were essential to the work of redemption and salvation, but an effective collaboration between the two could only be achieved through a radical separation of their functions. 
In fine, Dante distinguishes the natural from the supernatural so that Empire and Church have their own autonomy with respect to their specific ends. Since both Empire and Church derive their authority from God, this autonomy is itself God-given. This means that nature is as much of the greatest theological importance as supernature, with both being rooted in and oriented towards God, but in their own realms. Dante’s arrangement of the natural and supernatural order is impeccably Thomist. St Thomas distinguished the end of human fulfilment on Earth as a natural end from the ultimate end of beatitude; the ends are distinct but compatible. The great advantage of such a position is that we do not have to choose between natural virtues and theological virtues so as to fulfil their perfection as virtues; we do not choose between nature and grace, but come to perfect nature through grace. (Gilson 1961 Pt 3 ch 5).

The traditional doctrine held a sharp distinction between nature and grace. St Thomas Aquinas’ great achievement was to render nature and grace complementary. The traditional dualism was replaced by a hierarchy of different orders, so that the two opposites became two differently placed orders, the one the natural, the other the supernatural. Thus, far from being antagonistic to each other, nature and grace were to be viewed as complementary. Hence St Thomas’ famous quote that 'grace does not do away with nature but perfects it'. To exalt grace it is to diminish nature, to value nature is not to belittle grace. In this, Dante was Thomist to the core. (To this extent, it is misleading to describe Dante as a ‘secular’ thinker. He was both secular and sacred, demarcating each sphere as appropriate to their ends. See Auerbach 2001).

The solution affirmed the autonomy of Church and Empire so that both could serve their true ends. In the world of his day, with empire and papacy at odds, Dante saw only the worst of both worlds. The Empire had been enfeebled and denuded of its power, whilst the Church had, through its obsession with material wealth and temporal rule, lost its purity. For Dante, this state of affairs inverted the true order. Dante therefore sought a restoration in which the Empire would once more be strong and the Church would be materially poor and spiritually pure. 

In the Commedia, Dante made a number of prophecies which expressed his longing for an earthly saviour - the Emperor - to restore "the good world that Rome made" (Soleva Roma, che 'l buon mondo feo) (Purgatorio XVI 106). Dante also hints at the restoration of the apostolic poverty of the primitive church. Thus, in De Monarchia, Dante argues that cupidity is avoided when the emperor possesses everything, and when the Pope and other clerics possess nothing, like Christ and his apostles. Dante reminds the Emperor that God had bestowed on the Roman people, whom he represents, the right to rule the world. The imperial authority had been established by Providence and was founded on human law; it did not derive from the Pope and the clerics. The one legitimate function of the Church (Dante uses the word "ecclesia") is to imitate the life of Christ. Only thus could the depredations of cupidity and the revolts of the states against the Empire, often instigated by the Papacy, be controlled. In the Commedia, Inferno 1, Dante prophesies the coming of a "Veltro," or greyhound, who will be the salvation "of humble Italy" and drive the wolf (symbolising greed but also Rome in its corrupt state) back to Hell. Dante’s great dream was for the restoration of the imperium by a future emperor. He even suggests that this restoration will prepare the world for the second coming of Christ, just as Augustus prepared the world for the first coming.

Dante therefore insists on the universalising mission of Rome.

Thus it is clear that whoever has the good of the community as his goal has the achievement of right as his goal. Therefore if the Romans had the good of the community as their goal, it will be true to say that the achievement of right was their goal.  

[De Monarchia (II, v, 4)]

That the Roman people in conquering the world did have the good of which we have spoken as their goal is shown by their deeds, for, having repressed all greed (which is always harmful to the community) and cherishing universal peace and freedom, that holy, dutiful and glorious people can be seen to have disregarded personal advantage in order to promote the public interest for the benefit of mankind. Thus with good reason it was written: "The Roman empire is born of the fountain-head of piety".  

[De Monarchia (II, v, 5)]

Since the universal monarch is omnipotent, there was no room for the Papacy in the universal monarchy. Another power claiming the right to dictate to the monarch would simply reproduce all the old conflicts that had arisen in the imperial-papal controversy. A rival power would deny the omnipotence of the universal monarch and thus undermine his capacity to enforce the law. 

And Aristotle saw the force of this argument when he said: "Things do not wish to be badly ordered; a plurality of reigns is bad; therefore let there be one ruler".  

[De Monarchia (I, x, 6)]

Dante thus rejected the Pope as an arbiter in political life, as a rival to the emperor. Maintaining the thesis of the separation of powers, Dante held that the Pope possessed a spiritual power, not a political power. Holding that the human being has a dual end in life, Dante insisted that the temporal and spiritual spheres be kept apart as autonomous spheres:

'Providence has set two ends before man to be aimed at by him: the blessedness of this life which consists in the exercise of his proper power and is represented by the Earthly Paradise; and the blessedness of eternal life, which consists in the fruition of the sight of God, to which his proper power cannot ascend unless assisted by the divine light. And this blessedness is given to be understood by the Celestial Paradise. 

[De Monarchia (III, xvi, 7)]

Now to these two ends man must attain by different means, for to the first we attain by the teachings of Philosophy, provided we follow them by acting in accordance with the moral and intellectual virtues; to the second, by spiritual teachings which transcend human reason, provided we follow them by acting according to the theological virtues — to wit, faith, hope and charity. 

[De Monarchia (III, xvi, 8)]

Now although these ends and means are made plain to us, the one by human reason (which the philosophers have wholly brought to our knowledge), the other by the Holy Ghost (who hath revealed the truth that is beyond our nature, but yet needful to us, by means of the Prophets and sacred writers, and by Jesus Christ, the Son of God, co-eternal with the Holy Ghost, and by his disciples), yet would human greed cast them behind were not man (like horses going astray in their brutishness) held in the way by bit and rein. 
[De Monarchia (III, xvi, 9)]

Dante therefore concluded that 'man needed a twofold directive power, according to his twofold end — to wit, the Supreme Pontiff, to lead the human race, in accordance with the things revealed to eternal life; and the Emperor, to direct the human race to temporal felicity, in accordance with the teachings of Philosophy.' 

In fine, Dante separated the two powers of Empire and Papacy in accordance with their diverse ends and functions. Dante founded that division on the dual end of man. On the basis of this separation, there was no reason for the spiritual power to interfere in the affairs of the Earthly Paradise. In contradistinction to the Schoolmen, Dante did not treat morality as a derivative from of theology. On the contrary, consistent with the new School of Paris, Dante classed ethics with philosophy, functioning independently of religion. Dante thus affirms the possibility of the ethico-rational state as a realm wholly separate and autonomous from religion, capable of pursuing its own ends free from interference from the spiritual power. It is significant that in the Purgatorio, the four moral virtues appeared as maidens clad in imperial purple. The Papacy, as the head of the spiritual power, is at a much further remove, located in the dim and distant terrain of the Celestial Paradise. 

Dante therefore rejected the view of the Schoolmen that human beings have a single end, affirming instead the conception of a dual end, with one goal confined to this world and the other consigned to the next. By this separation, Dante sought to ensure that the temporal power, functioning on earth, and the spiritual power, functioning in heaven. On earth, the ultimate end is the perfect realisation of the human intellect. Since the conditions of this end made political peace the primary consideration, before any development could take place, Dante insists that there could only be the one power on earth, and that this power should be secular and temporal. Since the spiritual power deals with eternal matters, it has nothing to do with a transitory condition on earth. Dante thus maintains a clear separation between the Earthly Paradise and the Celestial Paradise. Only the omnipotent universal monarch could preside on earth, with any rival claimant to supremacy existing as a subversive influence. Dante thus opened an effective breach in the teaching of the schoolmen by arguing that man has two ends, with the one on earth distinct from the spiritual end.

Given how carefully structured Dante’s argument is, it comes as a surprise to find the concluding passages apparently contradicting the rest of the text. Having argued for the distinction between the temporal and the spiritual, Dante concludes by arguing the complementarity of the spiritual and the temporal, finally asserting the primacy of the spiritual over the temporal.

And now it seems to me that I have reached the goal I set myself. For the truth has been revealed concerning the first question we were inquiring into: whether the office of monarch was necessary to the well-being of the world; and to the second point of inquiry: whether the Roman people took on Empire by right; and to the last point of inquiry: whether the authority of the monarch comes from God directly or from someone else.  

[De Monarchia (III, xvi, 16)]

But the truth concerning this last question should not be taken so literally as to mean that the Roman Prince is not in some sense subject to the Roman Pontiff, since this earthly happiness is in some sense ordered towards immortal happiness.  

[De Monarchia (III, xvi, 17)]

Let Caesar therefore show that reverence towards Peter which a firstborn son should show his father, so that, illumined by the light of paternal grace, he may the more effectively light up the world, over which he has been placed by Him alone who is ruler over all things spiritual and temporal.  

[De Monarchia (III, xvi, 18)]

A contradiction? Some have suggested a later insertion and a fraud. Not necessarily so. Dante seems to be respecting the integrity of both as deriving their authority from God, making the point that, in terms of the ultimate end, the spiritual supersedes the temporal. Some such ethic is affirmed throughout De Monarchia, and is repeated in the Commedia. The idea that the earthly happiness is ordered towards celestial happiness is the Christian view, and there is no doubting the strength of Dante’s faith. That position is set out in the most intellectually structured and satisfying way by St Thomas Aquinas, whose influence permeates Dante’s work. And Aquinas is careful to arrange natural and supernatural ends in accordance with their appropriate competences. Admittedly, the idea contained in the concluding passage would appear to invite the very political interference of the Pope in temporal affairs that Dante had been at pains to exclude.

In the Paradiso, Dante sets up a contrast between the ideal order and the corrupt society that prevailed in his day. To remedy the state of affairs on earth, Dante calls upon the intervention of Providence, the providence that had elevated Rome to universal dominion. It is striking that Dante refers to the example of Scipio, the hero of pagan Rome, in the context of the rejuvenated Papacy he imagines.

Ma l'alta provedenza, che con Scipio 
difese a Roma la gloria del mondo, 
soccorrà tosto, sì com' io concipio; 

'But Providence on high, which by the deeds of Scipio 
preserved in Rome the glory of the world, 




Dante's vision of universal history is Roman to the core. The Romans had been given a mission which paralleled that given to the ancestors of Christ and Peter. Dante’s Paradise is 'that Rome of which Christ is a Roman'. 

Non fu latente la santa intenzione




The journey throughout The Commedia evinces a dialectical structure, with a descent from good to evil as preliminary before the ascent to the highest stage. Dante is obviously intent on portraying the ideal order of humankind's true country. The true ground of human being functions as an object of human willing, something that activates the will that each and all possess as the rational capacity for desiring the good. 

The first canto of Inferno sings a foundational hymn to the divine order, the ordo universi, that rules the universe. The passage is worth quoting at length given the extent to which it underlines the innate capacity which impels human beings to seek to return home to God. 

e cominciò: "Le cose tutte quante 
hanno ordine tra loro, e questo è forma 
che l'universo a Dio fa simigliante. 

Qui veggion l'alte creature l'orma 
de l'etterno valore, il qual è fine 
al quale è fatta la toccata norma. 

Ne l'ordine ch'io dico sono accline 
tutte nature, per diverse sorti, 
più al principio loro e men vicine; 

onde si muovono a diversi porti 
per lo gran mar de l'essere, e ciascuna 
con istinto a lei dato che la porti. 

Questi ne porta il foco inver' la luna; 
questi ne' cor mortali è permotore; 
questi la terra in sé stringe e aduna; 

né pur le creature che son fore 
d'intelligenza quest' arco saetta, 
ma quelle c'hanno intelletto e amore. 

La provedenza, che cotanto assetta, 
del suo lume fa 'l ciel sempre quïeto 
nel qual si volge quel c'ha maggior fretta; 

e ora lì, come a sito decreto, 
cen porta la virtù di quella corda 
che ciò che scocca drizza in segno lieto. 

Vero è che, come forma non s'accorda 
molte fïate a l'intenzion de l'arte, 
perch' a risponder la materia è sorda, 

così da questo corso si diparte 
talor la creatura, c'ha podere 
di piegar, così pinta, in altra parte; 

e sì come veder si può cadere 
foco di nube, sì l'impeto primo 
l'atterra torto da falso piacere. 

Non dei più ammirar, se bene stimo, 
lo tuo salir, se non come d'un rivo 
se d'alto monte scende giuso ad imo. 

Maraviglia sarebbe in te se, privo 
d'impedimento, giù ti fossi assiso, 
com' a terra quïete in foco vivo." 

and said: 'All things created have an order 
in themselves, and this begets the form 
that lets the universe resemble God. 

'Here the higher creatures see the imprint 
of the eternal Worth, the end 
for which that pattern was itself set forth. 

'In that order, all natures have their bent 
according to their different destinies, 
whether nearer to their source or farther from it. 

'They move, therefore, toward different harbors 
upon the vastness of the sea of being, 
each imbued with instinct that impels it on its course. 

'This instinct carries fire toward the moon, 
this is the moving force in mortal hearts, 
this binds the earth to earth and makes it one. 

'This bow impels not just created things 
that lack intelligence, but also those 
that have both intellect and love. 

'Providence, which regulates all this, 
makes with its light forever calm the heaven 
that contains the one that whirls with greatest speed, 

'and there now, as to a place appointed, 
the power of that bowstring bears us,  
aimed, as is all it shoots, at a joyful target. 

'It is true that as a work will often fail 
to correspond to its intended form, its matter 
deaf and unresponsive to the craftsman's plan, 

'so sometimes a creature, having the capacity 
to swerve, will, thus impelled, head off another way, 
in deviation from the better course 

'and, just as sometimes we see fire 
falling from a cloud, just so the primal impulse, 
diverted by false pleasure, turns it toward earth. 

'If I am correct, you should no more wonder 
at your rising than at a stream's descent 
from a mountain's peak down to its foot. 

'It would be as astounding if you, set free 
from every hindrance, had remained below, 




In the first instance, however, the ideal which Dante portrayed, the universal order for which human beings yearn, necessarily brings us into confrontation with the corruption of earthly society. 

Canto IX onwards involves a series of contrasts to suggest the human predicament caught between ideal and real. Dante introduces the Holy Land and proceeds to launch a vociferous attack on the Popes and churchmen, whose study of the Decretals is motivated purely by the prospect of personal gain. There is a dialectical interplay at work in the way that Dante proceeds, bringing out all sides of a question before proceeding to a reconciliation at a higher level. Dante has Dominican St Thomas Aquinas praise St Francis's espousal of Lady Poverty whilst denouncing the decadence of his own Order (Paradiso XI 75); Franciscan Bonaventure eulogises St Dominic whilst condemning the unworthy followers in both the Spiritual and the Conventual camps (Paradiso XII 70). Dante offers the Florence of the twelfth century as his ideal state.

Fiorenza dentro da la cerchia antica, 
ond' ella toglie ancora e terza e nona, 
si stava in pace, sobria e pudica. 

Non avea catenella, non corona, 
non gonne contigiate, non cintura 
che fosse a veder più che la persona. 

'Florence, within the circle of her ancient walls 
from which she still hears tierce and nones, 
dwelled then in peace, temperate and chaste. 

'No bracelet, no tiara did she wear, 
no embroidered gown, no waistband 




The ideal form throws the divided condition of the Florence of 1300 in sharp relief. 

mi pesa sì, ch'a lagrimar mi 'nvita; 
ma dimmi, se tu sai, a che verranno 
li cittadin de la città partita; 
s'alcun v'è giusto; e dimmi la cagione 
per che l'ha tanta discordia assalita." 

E quelli a me: "Dopo lunga tencione 
verranno al sangue, e la parte selvaggia 
caccerà l'altra con molta offensione. 

Poi appresso convien che questa caggia 
infra tre soli, e che l'altra sormonti 
con la forza di tal che testé piaggia. 

Alte terrà lungo tempo le fronti, 
tenendo l'altra sotto gravi pesi, 
come che di ciò pianga o che n'aonti. 

on me it bids me weep. But tell me, 
if you can, what shall be the fate 
'of the citizens within the riven city? 
Are any in it just? And tell me why 
such discord has assailed it.' 

And he to me: 'After long feuding 
they shall come to blood. The rustic faction, 
having done great harm, shall drive the others out. 

'But it in turn must fall to them, 
within three years, by power of him 
who now just bides his time. 

'These in their arrogance will long subject 
the other faction to their heavy yoke, 




Florence has now become a prey to ‘Pride, Envy and Avarice’, ‘the sparks that have set the hearts of all on fire.' (superbia, invidia e avarizia sono le tre faville c'hanno i cuori accesi.) (Inferno VI 74-75). They have become ‘gent' è avara, invidiosa e superba’, ‘a people greedy, envious and proud.’ (Inferno XV 68). 

Time and again, however, Dante identifies the corruption of the Church as the universal cause of evil. Dante has Peter Damian denounce this corruption.

Render solea quel chiostro a questi cieli 
fertilemente; e ora è fatto vano, 
sì che tosto convien che si riveli. 

In quel loco fu' io Pietro Damiano, 
e Pietro Peccator fu' ne la casa 
di Nostra Donna in sul lito adriano. 

Poca vita mortal m'era rimasa, 
quando fui chiesto e tratto a quel cappello, 
che pur di male in peggio si travasa. 

Venne Cefàs e venne il gran vasello 
de lo Spirito Santo, magri e scalzi, 
prendendo il cibo da qualunque ostello. 

Or voglion quinci e quindi chi rincalzi 
li moderni pastori e chi li meni, 
tanto son gravi, e chi di rietro li alzi. 

Cuopron d'i manti loro i palafreni, 
sì che due bestie van sott' una pelle: 
oh pazïenza che tanto sostieni!" 

'That cloister which used to yield abundant harvest 
to these heavens now is barren, 
but soon its barrenness must be revealed. 

'In that place I was known as Peter Damian, 
but Peter the Sinner in the House 
of Our Lady on the Adriatic shore. 

'Little of mortal life on earth was left to me 
when I was singled out and dragged to that red hat 
which now is passed from bad to worse. 

'Cephas came, and the exalted vessel 
of the Holy Spirit came, lean and barefoot, 
receiving their food at any doorway. 

'Now our modern shepherds call for one on this side, 
one on that, to support them, they are so bloated, 
and one to go before, one to boost them from behind. 

'Their fur-lined mantles hang upon their horses' flanks 
so that two beasts go underneath one skin. 




The condemnation of the corruption of the Church is repeated by St Benedict, the founder of western monasticism, and culminates in the denunciation by no less than St Peter himself.

Quelli ch'usurpa in terra il luogo mio, 
il luogo mio, il luogo mio che vaca 
ne la presenza del Figliuol di Dio, 

fatt' ha del cimitero mio cloaca 
del sangue e de la puzza; onde 'l perverso 
che cadde di qua sù, là giù si placa." 

'He who on earth usurps my place, 
my place, my place, which in the eyes 
of God's own Son is vacant, 

'has made my tomb a sewer of blood and filth, 
so that the Evil One, who fell from here above, 




Dante himself emphasises the contrast between the universal order of Eternal Justice and the earthly corruption of the ideal (Paradiso XIX 40-69). People have been led astray by the bad example being set by the leaders of the Church on earth. 

O milizia del ciel cu' io contemplo, 
adora per color che sono in terra 
tutti svïati dietro al malo essemplo! 

Già si solea con le spade far guerra; 
ma or si fa togliendo or qui or quivi 
lo pan che 'l pïo Padre a nessun serra. 
Ma tu che sol per cancellare scrivi, 
pensa che Pietro e Paulo, che moriro 
per la vigna che guasti, ancor son vivi. 

Ben puoi tu dire: "I' ho fermo 'l disiro 
sì a colui che volle viver solo 
e che per salti fu tratto al martiro, 
ch'io non conosco il pescator né Polo." 

O soldiery of Heaven, whom I contemplate, 
pray for those still on the earth, 
those led astray by bad example! 

It was the custom once to go to war with swords. 
Now wars are fought withholding here and there 
the bread our loving Father keeps from none. 

But you who write only to cancel, 
remember this: Peter and Paul, who died 
to save the vineyard you lay waste, still live. 

Well may you say: 'I have so set my heart 
on him who chose to live in solitude 
and who for a dance was dragged to martyrdom 








 Dante and Multiple Meanings 

In the most obvious sense, the Comedy concerns the afterlife and examines what eternity has in store for those who accept the love of God and those who rejected it. Stated thus, there seems no reason why those who lack a belief in God should bother to open the cover of the book. That would be a mistake. The message is not simply that those who reject God are doomed to spend eternity in the frozen waste of Hell, but that those who reject the good in their lives end up living in a kind of Hell. Lucifer is immobilised and isolated and alone in Hell. Likewise, those who reject the good in life come to cut themselves off from the warm, affective bonds of loyalty and care that define human beings as human in this life, as moral and emotional beings, something more than merely physical machines or automata. Through the loss of the human feeling that comes through ties to others, human beings suffer a hardening of the heart, a freezing of the spirit. It is this immobilisation that is appropriately imaged by Dante when he depicts the eternal frozenness of Lucifer, isolated and alone in the depths of Hell. 

For Dante, God is the centre of the reality, the Creator of all things. The nature of a thing can be understood, as a created thing, in to God its Creator. Dante therefore believed that when human beings come to consider themselves to be the centre of the universe, they are denying fundamental human nature, denying the deepest reality of that nature. For from realising human nature, human self-assertion is a denial of humanity, a self-immolation. 

Here, Dante and Marx are engaged in a head-on collision. For Marx asserts human self-creation in the most forceful and vigorous of terms, human beings coming to be sovereign at the centre of their own self-made universe.

Criticism has plucked the imaginary flowers on the chain not in order that man shall continue to bear that chain without fantasy or consolation but so that he shall throw off the chain and pluck the living flower. The criticism of religion disillusions man, so that he will think, act and fashion his reality like a man who has discarded his illusions and regained his senses, so that he will move around himself as his own true sun. Religion is only the illusory sun which revolves around man as long as he does not revolve around himself. 

Marx EW CHPR:I 1975: 245

For Dante, such a view is itself an illusion, a veneration of human power as a false idol which serves to separate human beings from the true reality and from their true nature. The parallel between Max Weber’s mechanised world created by human beings and the figure of Lucifer frozen and immobilised in Hell is suggestive. Weber writes of the iron cage characterised by a ‘mechanised petrification’, going on to quote Goethe to good effect: 





That’s not what Marx meant, of course. But Weber was under no illusions concerning the modern bureaucratic world which proceeds ‘without regard to persons’. This is a world in which ‘things’ cannot simply be taken hold of and turned to human ends; it is a world in which those ‘things’, human creations, gain an existential significance of their own, rob their human creators of all spontaneity and creativity, and operate with irresistible logic. Far from revolving around themselves, the human creators come to be displaced from the centre of their own self-created universe, disowned by their own technologies. Dante knew exactly where the one ‘true sun’ was to be found. The biggest illusion of all is to think that human beings have the power to be gods. Accordingly, Dante describes the lost souls in Hell as those who have departed from the true good of intellect.

Noi siam venuti al loco ov' i' t'ho detto 
che tu vedrai le genti dolorose 
c'hanno perduto il ben de l'intelletto." 

'We have come to where I said 
you would see the miserable sinners




The Comedy, then, deals with the eternal destinies of those who stand in the right or the wrong in relation to God. 

The Comedy works on a number of levels and contains multiple meanings. In a letter to his patron, Can Grande, Dante explains his method by referring to the opening of Psalm 114: "When Israel came out of Egypt..." Dante gives a fourfold interpretation, noting that this text refers to (1) The historical deliverance of the Israelites from slavery in Egypt, (2) redemption by the action of Christ, (3) the conversion of the soul from the wretchedness of sin to the state of grace, and (4) the departure of the redeemed soul from this life to the liberty of eternal glory. Dante proceeds to emphasise that his work has multiple allegorical meanings other than the literal one concerning "the state of souls after death." Dante’s Comedy therefore contains a fourfold structure concerning the literal, the moral, the analogical, and the mystical. 

The Comedy can be read as a fictional journey through the three Kingdoms of the Dead. Dante gives us first a very graphic and finally a very exhilarating description of the things that happen to those who undertake this journey. But at a deeper level, the poem takes us on a journey through the individual human psyche. Our psyche. Dante is a doctor of the soul. He looks deep within and discovers and exposes the capacity for evil in each and all. He shows how easy it is for the human being to turn from God and give in to and finally consent to sin. The first steps seem innocent enough, so that a person is not remotely aware of sinning at all. It is very easy for human beings to stray from the narrow path.

Io non so ben ridir com' i' v'intrai, 
tant' era pien di sonno a quel punto 
che la verace via abbandonai. 

How I came there I cannot really tell, 
I was so full of sleep 




In time, the minor deviations from goodness and integrity come to be followed by greater, so that in the end what could be excused as momentary weaknesses come to take the form of active consent to doing wrong, definite choices rather than fleeting lapses. The Inferno shows the slippery slope in which a minor sin leads inexorably to another, how an apparently innocent indulgence goes all the way to outright treachery. Sin becomes easier as we move from the minor to the greater. 

This deviation from the narrow way goes some way to explaining, on a literal level, Dante’s rudeness towards some of the sinners he meets in the Inferno. But at a deeper level, Dante is confronting the corruption that lies in his own soul. His rudeness is not a self-righteous condemnation of the sins of others but an expression of horror when forced to face his own sinfulness. Dante is here accepting God's judgement on his own sinfulness, not visiting it on others. This is Dante the sinner coming to recognise that he stands in need of help, taking the first step before he becomes the penitent accepting God's offer to forgive, cleanse, re-educate, reform and renew him. The Inferno is preliminary to the Purgatorio, which in turn sets the stage for the Paradiso, describing the life in union with Christ. Here, Dante writes in the manner of Jesus Christ in the Gospels, especially John, in portraying eternal life in the present rather than the future tense, as something that begins on earth. (e.g. John 6: 48-59). Eternal life is something that the believer has in the here and now, not just something he or she receives after death.

 The individual and the universal – reunion of man and God 

Dante titled his work "The Comedy." In the traditional definition, a "comedy" is a story that "begins in sorrow and ends in joy". Only later did the work come to be called "The Divine Comedy," the name by which it is most commonly known today. The work consists of three parts, the first of which was completed by 1314, the last shortly before Dante’s death on 14 September 1321.

‘It must be understood that the meaning of this work [the Commedia] is not of one kind only; rather the work may be described as polysemous.’
(Dante to Cangrande della Scala)

Andrew Frisardi writes that, as any close reader knows, no poet weaves veiled or multiple meanings into his text more subtly and pervasively than Dante does. (Dante, Orpheus, and the Poem as Salutation).





 Philosophy and Theology, reason and faith 

Whilst Dante was neither a professional philosopher nor theologian, he was a highly intelligent man and a well educated Christian, and presented himself as such. ‘Dante expresses what he can discern of the loving purpose of God with the intellectual tools available to him. These tools were formidable: the tradition of Plato and the new formulations from Saint Thomas Aquinas using the insights of Aristotle. Dante was well educated and articulate.’ (Jones 1995: 168). Dante was equipped to tackle the central moral and intellectual questions and integrate them into his vision. It is testimony to the wide scope of Dante’s enquiring mind that, in dealing with questions of faith, to determine the nature of supreme love, Dante cites more than Christian sources; and he doesn’t take a stand on authority alone, but appeals to philosophy and reason.

comincia' io, "tu vuo' ch'io manifesti 
la forma qui del pronto creder mio, 
e anche la cagion di lui chiedesti.
 
E io rispondo: Io credo in uno Dio 
solo ed etterno, che tutto 'l ciel move, 
non moto, con amore e con disio; 

e a tal creder non ho io pur prove 
fisice e metafisice, ma dalmi 
anche la verità che quinci piove 

per Moïsè, per profeti e per salmi, 
per l'Evangelio e per voi che scriveste 
poi che l'ardente Spirto vi fé almi; 

e credo in tre persone etterne, e queste 
credo una essenza sì una e sì trina, 
che soffera congiunto 'sono' ed 'este.' 

De la profonda condizion divina 
ch'io tocco mo, la mente mi sigilla 
più volte l'evangelica dottrina. 

Quest' è 'l principio, quest' è la favilla 
che si dilata in fiamma poi vivace, 
e come stella in cielo in me scintilla." 

I began, 'you would have me here declare 
the substance of my ready faith, and also tell 
the source of it, the reason why I hold it dear. 

'And I reply: I believe in one God, 
one and eternal, who, Himself unmoved, moves 
all the heavens with His love and their desire. 

'In defense of this belief I do have proof, not only 
physical and metaphysical, but offered
also by the truth that pours like rain from here 

'through Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms, 
through what the Gospel says and what you wrote 
once the burning Spirit made you holy. 

'I believe in three eternal Persons. I believe 
these are a single Essence, at once threefold and one 
so as to allow agreement both with "are" and "is." 

'The profound truth of God's own state of which I speak 
is many times imprinted in my mind 
by the true instructions of the Gospel. 

'This is the beginning, this the living spark 
that swells into a living flame 




It is clear that Dante’s position rests on faith but also upon reason with its ethical component firmly in place. Dante unites knowledge in the physical sense with knowledge in the personal sense, investing the world of physical matter around us with the love within us.

e disse: "Certo a più angusto vaglio 
ti conviene schiarar: dicer convienti 
chi drizzò l'arco tuo a tal berzaglio." 

E io: "Per filosofici argomenti 
e per autorità che quinci scende 
cotale amor convien che in me si 'mprenti: 

ché 'l bene, in quanto ben, come s'intende, 
così accende amore, e tanto maggio 
quanto più di bontate in sé comprende. 

Dunque a l'essenza ov' è tanto avvantaggio, 
che ciascun ben che fuor di lei si trova 
altro non è ch'un lume di suo raggio, 

più che in altra convien che si mova 
la mente, amando, di ciascun che cerne 
il vero in che si fonda questa prova. 

Tal vero a l'intelletto mïo sterne 
colui che mi dimostra il primo amore 
di tutte le sustanze sempiterne. 

Sternel la voce del verace autore, 
che dice a Moïsè, di sé parlando: 
'Io ti farò vedere ogne valore.' 

Sternilmi tu ancora, incominciando 
l'alto preconio che grida l'arcano 
di qui là giù sovra ogne altro bando." 

E io udi': "Per intelletto umano 
e per autoritadi a lui concorde 
d'i tuoi amori a Dio guarda il sovrano. 

when it said: 'It is clear you need to sift 
with a finer sieve, for you must reveal 
who made you aim your bow at such a target.' 

And I: 'Both philosophic reasoning 
and the authority that descends from here 
made me receive the imprint of such love, 

'for the good, by measure of its goodness, kindles 
love as soon as it is known, and so much more 
the more of goodness it contains. 

'To that essence, then, which holds such store of goodness 
that every good outside of it is nothing 
but a light reflected of its rays, 

'the mind of everyone who sees the truth
on which this argument is based 
must, more than anything, be moved by love. 

'This truth is set forth to my understanding 
by him who demonstrates to me the primal love 
of all eternal substances. 

'And the voice of the truthful Author sets it forth 
when, speaking of Himself, He says to Moses: 
"I will make all My goodness pass before you." 

'You also set it forth to me in the beginning 
of your great message, which, more than any other herald, 
proclaims the mystery of this high place on earth.' 

And I heard: 'In accord with human reason 
and with the authorities concordant with it, 
the highest of your loves is turned to God.

Paradiso XXVI 23-48). 

In terms of his overall position, Dante fully realises the promise of the natural law within the Christian cosmology, without thereby subordinating natural ends to dogma. In replying to St Peter’s question concerning the form of his faith in God, Dante affirms his belief in the one God, one and eternal, but notice how he adds that this God is one who ‘unmoved, moves’. This Aristotle’s God as unmoved mover, the philosopher’s God that generated more than a few tricky theological problems, specifically how Aristotle’s eternalism could be reconciled with the Christian belief in Creation ex nihilo.

In an age of negative theology, in which the view that God is ineffable, unknowable and unnameable prevails, it is striking to read the confidence with which Dante claims that he can back up his belief in God with reason: 'and in believing this I have not only scientific and metaphysical proofs,' ('e a tal creder non ho io pur prove I fisice e metafisice' (Paradiso XXIV 133—34).

That sounds like a bold claim in light of the scientific revolution. That said, Stephen Hawking himself has established the goal of physics as coming to know the mind of God. Physicist Frank Tipler goes even further and claims that the purpose of coming to know the world through physics is to create God. In Pythagoras’ Trousers (1997), scientist Margaret Wertheim reveals the scientific quest for knowledge as a religious quest, a quest for transcendence. Against this, she argues for a more ‘grounded’ and more embodied science, calling for the physics community to abandon its quasi-religious, highly abstract goals and contribute more to the needs and concerns of society at large. This would be to overcome the dualism which sees women as solely as caring, sharing, nurturing beings concerned with social welfare, and men as megalomaniacs reaching for the "heavens." Wertheim criticises the masculine obsession with a unified theory. She believes that this is a product of acculturation rather than of nature. A natural law argument would see it as a product of both, how we develop and articulate our reason within time and place to express something essential in our nature. If it is all culture, then Wertheim lacks support – other than self-legislating reason – for her view that ‘physics itself needs to be more "grounded"—a quality our society tends to acculturate into women.’ (Wertheim 1997: 241). 

Although she is referring specifically to physics and scientific knowledge, Wertheim’s concluding remarks challenge Dante’s quest for God. 





Wertheim has laid down quite a challenge here. But the answer to the question why engage in the transcendental quest in the first place had already been answered by Dante, long before the Commedia. The death of Beatrice confronted Dante with a crisis of finality, a crisis of mortality. The problem with an embodiment that lacks transcendental ideals is that it not only becomes enclosed within matter, it confines and crushes the soul and eventually suffocates. 
Wertheim’s argument is curiously framed, on the one hand arguing in terms of acculturation, as though natural essences did not exist until shaped by culture, on the other hand calling for greater embodiment. We need a culture that embraces nature, she argues. I wholeheartedly agree. But this is the natural law tradition as nature read through the eyes of reason. The great achievement of this tradition is its ability to combine immanence and transcendence. I would argue strongly that the quest for transcendence is true to human nature; it draws us out of our egos, activates the moral law within and enjoins us to create the universal realm in relation to others and, indeed, in relation to the universe as a whole. According to the natural law tradition we live in a moral universe. Knowledge of the physical universe is therefore joined by a moral knowledge. Nowhere is this argument better exemplified than by Dante.





The Comedy opens with Dante lost and alone in a Dark Wood, not knowing how he had come to be there or how long he has been walking. He comes across a mountain and seeks to get out of the wood by climbing it, at which point he is confronted by three beasts, who bar his path. 

He runs in panic but, seeing a man approaching, asks for help. The man is the poet Virgil, who tells Dante that he cannot get out of the wood by climbing the mountain, but must follow him, Virgil, who has been sent by Beatrice to act as a guide through the depths of Hell, up the slopes of Purgatory, to meet her in the country of the Blessed. 

Virgil conducts Dante through Hell, which is a vast funnel-shaped region beneath the Earth’s surface. Hell contains a series of terraces in the form of ever-narrowing circles all the way down to the center. Upon these terraces, the various kinds of evil deeds are punished. Virgil leads Dante to the tip of the funnel, at the centre of the earth, "the point toward which all things down-weigh", where the directions "up" and "down" are reversed. Here, they find a tunnel or pathway cut through the rock, leading them out to the other side of the Earth, directly opposite Jerusalem. (Purgatorio II 3). Dante and Virgil reach the foot of Mount Purgatory, which is surrounded by cornices, upon which the inclinations to commit the seven deadly sins are purged and corrected. They ascend the mount find the earthly Paradise at the summit, the Eden from which the human race was expelled on account of turning aside from a relation of loving obedience to and loving trust in God. Here, Beatrice meets Dante, and conducts him upward through the planetary spheres. At this point, no longer weighed down by sin, Dante soars high, beyond the planets, beyond the stars, and into the Empyrean, where he beholds the whole company of Heaven assembled together. The poem ends with a vision of the glory of God Himself. 

In the first two lines of The Comedy, Dante rejects the literary convention that an author should desist from mention of identity. Whilst he apologizes for mentioning his own name, Dante’s breaking of this convention is quite deliberate. The journey upon which Dante is to embark is a unique fusion of the individual and the universal. With Dante, the personal isn’t just political, it is Providential. Dante is seeking reunion with God. Dante invests the autobiographical with universal significance to achieve a union which reconciles individual and society, body and soul, flesh and spirit, Earth and Heaven, all within the totality of the world. (Mastrobuono 1990). 
The philosophical-theological-aesthetic principles that shape the poetic vision confront but most of all transcend the political world of partisan and partial interests to contemplate the whole. That does not mean that Dante left the world and its cares behind, far from it. The whole point of the transformed vision is to enable us to return to Earth equipped and ready to make the journey to human fulfilment for real. For Dante, contemplation encompasses and underpins practical moral action.

'In the middle of the journey of our life, I found myself in a dark wood'. In these first two lines, Dante speaks in the first person. He is the individual actor in the drama that is about to unfold. But his words and deeds exemplify the human condition. Dante’s life is 'our life'. But Dante is clear on the uniqueness of the journey. Each must walk that road on their own. The journey is a revelation that is pertinent to all humankind. But knowledge here is a form of self-knowledge. Each pilgrim must know the truth, brave the danger and attain fulfilment themselves. No one can do it for them. 





In writing of the ascent into light in The Comedy, Dante had been inspired by Muslim accounts of Muhammad's ascent to heaven. Where Aristotle argued that imaginativa combined images derived from perception of the mundane world, Dante argued that inspiration came from God:

O imaginativa che ne rube          
talvolta sì di fuor, ch'om non s'accorge          
perché dintorno suonin mille tube,         

chi move te, se 'l senso non ti porge?         
Moveti lume che nel ciel s'informa,         
per sé o per voler che giù lo scorge.       

O imagination, which at times so rob us 
of outward things we pay no heed,  
though a thousand trumpets sound around us,  

who sets you into motion if the senses offer  
nothing? A light, formed in the heavens, moves you  
either of itself or by a will that sends it down.  

[Purgatory  XVII, 13-18]

Barbara Reynolds renders this more poetically still as:

O fantasy (imaginativa), that reav'st us oft away So from ourselves that we remain distraught, Deaf though a thousand trumpets round us bray. 
What moves thee when the senses show thee naught? Light moves thee, formed in Heaven, by will maybe Of Him who sends it down, or else self-wrought. 

(Purgatory  XVII, 13-18 (trans. Barbara Reynolds) (Harmondsworth, 1969), p.196

The end of The Divine Comedy is Commedia, felicity, giving us a happy ending. It’s a happiness which is achieved by our coming to subordinate our egoistic selves to moral and social purpose.

Oh gioia! oh ineffabile allegrezza!  
oh vita intègra d'amore e di pace! 
oh sanza brama sicura ricchezza! 

O happiness! O joy beyond description! 
O life fulfilled in love and peace! 




‘Life fulfilled’ is desire fulfilled, the realisation of the end of happiness. This desire fulfilled achieves a blissful state which is free from desire in the sense of craving. Margherita Muller writes well here: ‘vita intègra means life completed (which ‘integrates’ love and peace); [the] second line confirms that those riches do not provoke craving, like the riches of a well lived life. But [it] could also mean that despite riches (monetary, like mammon’s cave) [that] are stored, we do not crave them.’

Recent scientific research into happiness has drawn a distinction between hedonistic happiness, which concerns self-interest, egoism, material possession and consumption, and eudaimonistic happiness, which concerns relations to others, altruism, trust, loyalty, interconnection. The research finds that those who express eudaimonistic happiness attain a true, deeper, more fulfilling and enduring happiness than those who express hedonistic happiness. The world is catching up with Dante’s vision. Dante is the pre-eminent poet-philosopher of eudaimonistic happiness, giving an unsurpassed vision of human beings flourishing well: 

Parea dinanzi a me con l'ali aperte        
la bella image che nel dolce frui 
liete facevan l'anime conserte; 

parea ciascuna rubinetto in cui          
raggio di sole ardesse sì acceso, 
che ne' miei occhi rifrangesse lui. 

Before my eyes, its open wings outstretched, 
appeared the lovely image of those interwoven souls, 
revelling in sweet enjoyment.

Each one seemed to be a single ruby 
in which the sun's ray burned with such a flame 








 Journey into self-knowledge 
The further Dante advances on his journey in the Comedy, the simpler, more homely, his vision becomes. Dante makes countless references and allusions to mythology, theology, Italian history and politics, implying that the message is impenetrable to all but scholars of the highest order. The Commedia is polysemous, as Dante admitted. The veiled, multiple meanings and sources that Dante weaves together do require great learning, intellect and insight to fathom. Dante’s intellectual achievement alone is impressive. However, there is a danger reducing the living, moving poem to its form, burying the message and meaning within a dense series of scholarly footnotes. Dante’s poem is packed with mythology, theology, philosophy, politics, history. Trying to work it all out comes with the danger that the Commedia could itself become a dark intellectual forest that one wanders into but never leaves. The important details are simple enough to grasp – the failure of Dante’s political career, his exile, his desire to become the poet of Italy, a poet who is in his age what the great classical poets were in their age.










 Dante and Rational Freedom 

‘The sheer range of Dante's conceptual and poetic arsenal, and his ability to weave together disparate traditions of thought and language, work both to clarify and to complicate every subject he touches.’ (Jacoff 2004: 210). The Commedia is a thrilling intellectual challenge which serves to make a clear moral point as we unravel its complexity. At the heart of the conceptual and metaphorical interplay is the dialectic of constraint and freedom. Human beings come to achieve moral growth when they learn to eschew excess – the sins of lust, pride and greed – and achieve moderation. They learn that true freedom is a rational freedom which canalises desire in positive channels.

Like Aristotle, Dante expresses the needs of the individual on a high plane (Edel 1982: 319). Aristotle makes a sharp and clear distinction between liberty and licence. This leads to a view of public life as the rational constraint of individuals in order to achieve a common good that benefits each as an individual and all as social beings. This constraint is one that human beings, exercising their moral capacity, impose upon themselves. Individual freedom therefore requires that the individual is set within a social and moral framework (Clark 1975:103/4). For Aristotle, 'doing whatever you want' is not freedom but licence as a universal constraint that inhibits the freedom of all individuals (P  1981:59/60  332  373/5). 

 Dante and the Way of the City 





 Lust, pride and greed 
The three beasts - the leopard or panther, the lion and the wolf— who stand in the way of the pilgrim's progress up the hill of salvation symbolise the sins of lust, pride and greed respectively. Dante knows all about these sins. Dante identified the sin of greed/avarice as the biggest threat to humankind. In Purgatory (XX, 7-12), Dante identifies greed as the evil which consumes the whole world: 'the evil that occupies the whole world'. 


Dante's dream in the dark wood and his meeting with beasts of the Inferno
Biblioteca Communale Augusta, Perugia

Dante knows well that it is the easiest thing in the world to succumb to desire in the egoistic, materialist sense. Dante portrays a world immersed in insatiable desire. 

ché la gente che fonde a goccia a goccia
per li occhi il mal che tutto 'l mondo occupa, 
da l'altra parte in fuor troppo s'approccia. 

Maladetta sie tu, antica lupa,
che più che tutte l'altre bestie hai preda
per la tua fame sanza fine cupa! 

for the people from whose eyes dissolves,  
drop by drop, the evil filling all the world 
were crowded near the rim of the outer edge.  

May you be cursed, you age-old wolf,  
who take more prey than any other beast  




Dante could see how the nascent capitalism of his day was corrupting his native Florence. In making Florence the model of the corrupt society, Dante saw clearly the extent to which capitalism had the potential to corrupt the whole world. The sins of lust and pride are destructive enough in abusing the body and the intellect respectively, but greed is the biggest sin of all in that it makes us lose all hope of reaching salvation.

Dante has Virgil put the point well - without hope, we simply live in desire (Inferno IV 42). The wolf of greed drives us back 'to where the sun is silent. The silent Sun is a world without Hope. 

semo perduti, e sol di tanto offesi
che sanza speme vivemo in disio.

we are lost, and afflicted but in this,




In exile, Dante saw clearly the way that the burgeoning capitalism of the age was eating away at Florence from within, occupying the public realm and consuming the civic spirit with greed and avarice. Lust and pride are bad enough as the abuse of the body and intellect respectively; but greed/avarice is the most corrosive of all in that it saps the strength and causes the pilgrim to lose all hope of salvation. 

Ed una lupa, che di tutte brame      
sembiava carca ne la sua magrezza,         
e molte genti fé già viver grame,         

questa mi porse tanto di gravezza          
con la paura ch'uscia di sua vista,         
ch'io perdei la speranza de l'altezza.         

E qual è quei che volontieri acquista,         
e giugne 'l tempo che perder lo face,         
che 'n tutti suoi pensier piange e s'attrista;         

tal mi fece la bestia sanza pace,
che, venendomi 'ncontro, a poco a poco          
mi ripigneva là dove 'l sol tace. 

And then a she-wolf who, all hide and bones, 
seemed charged with all the appetites 
that have made many live in wretchedness 

so weighed my spirits down with terror, 
which welled up at the sight of her, 
that I lost hope of making the ascent. 

And like one who rejoices in his gains 
but when the time comes and he loses, 
turns all his thought to sadness and lament, 

such did the restless beast make me 
coming against me, step by step, 




The wolf symbolises greed/avarice and is the insuperable obstacle that drives the pilgrim back 'to where the sun is silent'. In the Comedy, the sun symbolises God and His Grace. The silent sun is an image of a godless world. Those absorbed in their greed are without hope. And without hope there is nothing. Greed is therefore the greatest sin.

It is significant that Dante has Lucifer trapped in the ice of Hell. The Sun is a symbol of Hope, it warms the earth and makes life possible. Instead of traditional hell-fire, Dante's Hell is characterised by the total sterility of ice, the winter of the human soul. I like Hope. I like the Sun. The Sun symbolises the spiritual purpose which give human activities their significance.

dicendo: "Vedi? sola questa riga
non varcheresti dopo 'l sol partito:
non però ch'altra cosa desse briga, 
che la notturna tenebra, ad ir suso;
quella col nonpoder la voglia intriga. 

and said: 'See, you would not cross  
even this line once the sun goes down,  
'for nothing hinders the ascent  
except the darkness of the night,  







God's 'peace in motion' as the return to our oceanic origins and home. In Dante, this juxtaposition of sun and sea possesses a distinctive meaning, one which combines light and liquid.

E 'n la sua volontade è nostra pace:
ell' è quel mare al qual tutto si move 
ciò ch'ella crïa o che natura face." 

'And in His will is our peace. 
It is to that sea all things move, 




Dante writes of ‘the waters of peace that pour from the eternal fountain.’ (Purgatorio XV 130-132). But Dante’s idea is more complicated still, conceiving God as light and God as liquid, ‘l'acque de la pace che da l'etterno fonte son diffuse’. I shall return to this idea of liquid light later.





 Virgil as guide 

Virgil was born in 70 B.C. not far from Mantua. Virgil’s career as a poet began with the publication of the Eclogues around 37 B.C. The Georgics followed some seven years later. Virgil began the Aeneid perhaps in 30 B.C., and this work kept him occupied until his death in 19 B.C.

“Dante's involvement with the works of Virgil is one of western literature's most renowned and most complex examples of the way in which a later writer appropriates the texts of a precursor. It is difficult to conceive of a major literary text that might be as closely involved with an earlier masterwork as is the Commedia with the Aeneid, with the major exception of Virgil's epic with those of Homer.” (Robert Hollander (Expanded version of the article "Virgil" in the Dante Encyclopedia, ed. Richard Lansing, New York, Garland Publishing, Inc., 2000. Reproduced by permission.)

Dante's early works display little more than a conventional admiration for Virgil or for classical poetry in general. The Vita Nuova contains a single reference to classical poetry, indicating a concern on Dante’s part to relate his work to a tradition of writerly excellence in the elevated style of classical antiquity.

E non è molto numero d'anni passati, che appariro prima questi poete volgari; ché dire per rima in volgare tanto è quanto dire per versi in latino, secondo alcuna proporzione. E segno che sia picciolo tempo, è che se volemo cercare in lingua d'oco e in quella di sì, noi non troviamo cose dette anzi lo presente tempo per cento e cinquanta anni. 

It is only recently that the first poets appeared who wrote in the vernacular; I call them "poets" for to compose rhymed verse in the vernacular is more or less the same as to compose poetry in Latin using classical meters. And proof that it is but a short time since these poets first appeared is the fact that if we look into the Provençal and the Italian literatures, we shall not find any poems written more than a hundred and fifty years ago.  

[Vita Nuova XXV 4]

Dante expresses the same view in De vulgari Eloquentia, the central theme of which is contemporary poetry in the vernacular. Dante is seeking to place himself and his contemporaries on an equal footing with classical ancestors. The Convivio continues to emphasise this message throughout its first three treatises. In the fourth treatise, Dante’s argument develops, with Virgil and writers of classical antiquity coming to be praised for their message and not just for the nobility of their expression (Ulrich Leo 1951 1). 
De Monarchia is difficult to judge, given the problem with dating. Some favour a dating of 1310-1313, others a later dating of around 1317. A later dating would mean that the work was composed after Dante had begun the Commedia. In which case, the many allusions to Virgil as ‘our divine poet’, (divinus poeta noster) in Book 2 indicates an elevated view of Virgil as author and authority (Richard Kay counts nineteen in total in the book [Kay.1986.1]). The complete absence of Virgil in the concluding third book indicates not a lack of interest in classical authority but a shift into the theological terrain, with Dante having recourse only to theologically relevant texts.

Dante’s Virgilian spirit is evident in his imitation of Virgil’s Eclogues in his own Latin Eclogues, which Dante wrote late in his career. 

With the exception of the last treatise of Il Convivio, there is little in what Dante writes which indicates a deep reading of classical texts before the Commedia.

Dante’s selection of Virgil, the great Roman poet, as his guide is significant. That there is more to this selection than the view that Virgil stood for Reason should be clear from Dante’s identification of Aristotle as the 'master of those who know'. If Dante’s point had been to show the limits of human reason, knowledge, then Aristotle would have been the ideal guide. Likewise, Homer was considered the greatest poet. 
What distinguished Virgil for Dante was that he had divined and proclaimed the providential mission that God had entrusted to Rome to be the political and spiritual capital of the world. Dante used the sacred word ‘volume’ to describe Virgil’s Aeneid, a word otherwise reserved for God's books. The Aeneid tells the tale of Aeneas's troubled journey to lay the foundations of Rome. Aeneas’ descent to the underworld and St Paul's ascent to heaven set the precedent for Dante’s journey in the Commedia. Aeneas’ sense of duty, his love of justice, and his pittas were qualities which were destined to redeem the great sin of Trojan pride and to exalt 'humble Italy' to become the mistress of the world.

In the same way that Aquinas assimilated naturalistic Aristotelian thought within a supernaturalist Christian framework, so Dante gives us an Aristotelianized Virgil fit for a Christian cosmology. At the heart of this is Virgil’s 'Bible of the Empire', pertaining to the divine mission of Rome. (It is significant that Dante condemns only one emperor to Hell.)

The pattern is clear and woven into the poem's structure: Virgil leads Dante to Beatrice, just as Rome had prepared the way for Christ's coming and just as the Emperor was intended to guide humankind to earthly happiness. 

Dante inaugurated the great tradition in European culture which held poets to be repositories of essential knowledge and wisdom. Dante calls Virgil 'master', 'doctor', 'sage', 'teacher'. Virgil identifies himself: ‘Poeta fui, e cantai di quel giusto ('I was a poet and I sang) (Inf I 73).

The importance of Virgil for Dante cannot be overestimated: 

"The conception of the Commedia is based upon a spiritual meeting with Virgil. In the realm of European literature there is little which may be compared with this phenomenon. The 'awakening' to Aristotle in the thirteenth century was the work of generations and took place in the cool light of intellectual research. The awakening of Virgil by Dante is an arc of flame which leaps from one great soul to another. The tradition of the European spirit knows no situation of such affecting loftiness, tenderness, fruitfulness. It is the meeting of the two greatest Latins" (Curtius 1948. 1, p. 358).

The influence of Virgil is evident throughout Dante's composition of the Commedia. Dante left his two treatises, Il Convivio and De vulgari Eloquentia unfinished in order to write an "epic" poem and thereby attach himself firmly to the great classical tradition of expressing serious meaning in verse. Virgil's example is seminal and lies behind many the poetic strategies Dante employs in the Commedia  - narrated by a poet who has been lent prophetic powers, Dante’s poem involves a visit to the underworld and celebrates the Roman concept of public order as exemplified in the empire. It’s Virgil.

Virgil’s role as a guide in Dante's Christian poem seems somewhat scandalous. Early commentators considered the poem as an allegorical fiction as against Dante’s claims that it is the "history" of an actual experience. To such commentators, Virgil personifies ‘Reason’ or some allegorical characteristic of the human psyche. Virgil may well represent reason, but he is a real flesh and blood person all the same. The background information introduced in the poem (Mantuan parents, approximate dating of birth and career, authorship of Aeneid) identify Virgil as an unambiguously historical figure ([Inf I 67-75]). The poem that is brought into being by this approach therefore comes to be read as the record of a struggle taking place within an imperilled soul, a struggle between the contending forces of appetite (personified by Dante) and the forces of reason (personified in Virgil). The Aeneid was itself read in such a way, by interpreters like Fulgentius and Bernard Silvester. But Dante himself did not read the Aeneid in this way, and did not take this approach when writing the Commedia. 

Dante's selection and treatment of Virgil is problematic for the earliest Christian interpreters of the Commedia. The question is that if there could be such a thing  as a virtuous pagan, where do they stand in relation to God’s grace? Dante forces Christian commentators to address some awkward theological points.

Dante's choice of Virgil as the guide in his poem is itself problematic, not least on account of Dante's own troubled relation to his pagan hero. One way out was the common belief that Virgil's fourth Eclogue foretold the coming of Christ, a view which can still be found in commentaries on the Eclogue. The only problem is that Dante is not one who shared that view. He rejects it outright in the opening pages of De Monarchia.

Furthermore, the world is ordered in the best possible way when justice is at its strongest in it. Thus Virgil, wishing to praise the age which seemed to be emerging in his day, sang in his Eclogues: "Now the Virgin returns, the reign of Saturn returns". For "the virgin" was their name for justice, whom they also called "Astrea"; the "reign of Saturn" was their name for the best of times, which they also called "golden".

[De Monarchia I xi 1]

In other words, Dante well knew that Virgil's "Virgin" was not the blessèd Mary but Astraea, their name for "justice." As Virgil’s role in the Commedia makes abundantly clear, Dante did not consider the Roman poet to be a Christian avant-la-lettre, hence the parting of the ways that comes before the entry to Paradise. 

Dante interpreters have recently argued that Dante deliberately selects Virgil as his guide in order to undercut him, demonstrating that, from Dante’s Christian vantage point, Virgil errs, as a guide and in his texts. Yet Dante’s glorification of Virgil is sincere, even though he is forced to leave him behind to enter Paradise. Dante needed Virgil to get as far as he does. Virgil is the guide in Dante's poem as he had been in Dante's poetic life. For all of the Aristotelian and Thomist philosophy and theology that informs the Commedia, it is Virgil, and not Aristotle or Aquinas, who made Dante the poet he was.

With the exception of the Bible and Aristotle, Virgil crops up more than any other source in the 14,233 verses of the Commedia (see Moore 1896 1; Hollander 1993 1). As Hollander shows, Dante carefully interlaces strands from the first Book of the Aeneid into his narrative fabric of the first two cantos (see Hollander 1969 1, pp. 81-92). And this pattern of embedding the verses of Virgil in the text continues throughout, surviving even Virgil’s departure in Purgatorio XXX. In the Inferno, Virgil informs us that the younger poet knows the master's poem by heart ([Inf XX 114]). 

Euripilo ebbe nome, e così 'l canta 
l'alta mia tragedìa in alcun loco: 
ben lo sai tu che la sai tutta quanta. 

'Eurypylus was his name, and thus he is sung 
in certain verses of my lofty tragedy, 




The Virgil of the medieval popular imagination was a figure of legend associated with tales of magic (Comparetti 1872 1). This is not Dante’s Virgil. Dante’s focus is highly literary and concentrated on Virgil the poet. Hollander emphasises that Dante’s rereading of the Aeneid turning him from writing in mixed verse and prose ‘to composing a lengthy poem intended to stand entirely on its own feet.’

However, Dante's admiration of Virgil does not stop him from taking a critical view of his work. The force of Dante’s critical view is to distance Virgil from even his greatest medieval admirers (Hollander 1980 1; Ryan 1982.1; Hollander 1983.1). Hollander points out the errors which Dante exposes which serve to undermine Virgil’s authority: ‘Among those in the former category, in Inferno we find Virgil denied entrance to the city of Dis by the rebellious forces that guard that city (VIII); his confused and Empedoclean explanation of the meaning of the Crucifixion ([Inf XII 37-45]); his several incorrect interpretations of the wicked intentions of the Malebranche and consequent annoyance at having been tricked by them (XXI-XXIII). In Purgatorio we see him chastised by Cato along with the saved souls who lent their ears and hearts to Casella's song (II and III); find him intrinsically compared to the loser in the simile that opens the sixth canto, in which Dante is like a winner in a game of chance; hear him have difficulty in understanding how Statius could have been saved (XXII). None of these scenes, or others like them, would have been presented had Dante not wanted to make his reader aware that this Christian poet had not "gone over to the other side" in his veneration of Virgil.’

‘The same may be said with respect to the second category, in which it is the works of Virgil that are seen as requiring correction from a Christian point of view. In Inferno I ([Inf I 125]) we learn from Virgil's lips that he was "ribellante" against God's law. And even if his regret for the reasons of his perdition may make him overstate his guilt, the signs of the wrongness of his work are frequent in Dante's text. If we limit ourselves to two examples from each cantica (and, both in this category as in the former, there are other significant examples), in Inferno we observe the authority of Virgil's text gently questioned when the protagonist uses a formulation for the words of his new-found guide that intrinsically compares his truthfulness to that of the Bible ([Inf II 25], [Inf II 28]): Virgil, as author, gives Aeneas the right to boast over his voyage to the otherworld, while Paul requires no such authorial intervention: he simply went there ("Andovvi poi lo Vas d'elezïone"); and when Virgil retells the tale of Manto (not to mention that of Eurypylus) in canto XX he does so in such a way as deliberately to contradict the narrative details found in the Aeneid (Aen.X.198-203). In Purgatorio, in the very canto in which he is intrinsically compared to a loser in a game of chance, he is also put in the position of explaining how the message of the Aeneid (Aen.VI.376), which would clearly seem to deny the efficacy of prayer, is not in fact at odds with Christian doctrine ([Purg VI 28-42]); and there is the extraordinary passage ([Purg XXII 37-42]) in which Statius informs the protagonist (and listening Virgil) that Virgil's denunciation of avarice (Aen.III.56-57), is in fact a call for restraint in prodigality, thus anticipating a still more central deliberate misreading of a Virgilian text, the opening of the fourth Eclogue ([Purg XXII 67-72]), which Statius read as a prophecy of the coming of Christ, and which we know Dante believed to have concerned Astraea, not Mary. In Paradiso we read the deliberate and otherwise unnecessary questioning of Virgil's veracity when he described the welcoming gesture of Anchises to Aeneas in Elysium, "se fede merta nostra maggior musa" (if our greatest poet is worthy of belief -- [Par XV 26]); and, still more dramatic, the insistence on the salvation of Ripheus ([Par XX 67-69]), in Virgil the most just of the Trojans, if abandoned by the gods to his lonely death ("dis aliter visum" [Aen.II.428]). In these and in other passages we perceive that Virgil's authority, not only as guide, but as auctor, is held up to frequent and insistent question.’ (Hollander).

Virgil stands on one side of the division between tragedy and comedy, and Dante on the other.

The Commedia associates Virgil with tragedy: ‘in certain verses of my lofty tragedy’ (Inferno XX 113), and Dante with comedy: di questa comedìa (Inferno XVI 128]; mia comedìa (Inferno XXI 2). This division not only associates tragedy with the ‘lofty’ style, and the latter with the low style intrinsic to the choice of the vernacular for his poem but identifies the Aeneid with a plot that ends badly, and the Comedy with an optimistic journey that has a happy ending. ‘Most today do not believe that this was Dante's understanding. Yet the description of Virgil's poem as "l'alta mia tragedìa" ([Inf XX 113]) would involve a pleonasm if the noun does not stand for something different from the adjective: if the noun refers only to the (high) style of the Latin poem, the adjective is unnecessary. What Dante is making Virgil say is that his poem is exalted in style and unhappy in its conclusion. The nineteenth-century commentator Raffaele Andreoli put the matter succinctly in his gloss to this verse (Andr.Inf.XX.113): Virgil's poem is a tragedy "pel tristo fine dell'Eneide terminante con la morte di Turno, e per la nobile lingua usata da Virgilio" (both for the sad ending of the Aeneid, culminating with the death of Turnus, and for the noble language employed by Virgil). Whilst Jacopo della Lana and Francesco da Buti had made similar points before, Andreoli's view was and remains a minority position, especially among Italian Dantists. Hollander is at a mystery to explain why, particularly since Dante himself had envisaged the possibility of a "happy ending" for the Aeneid, had Aeneas not observed the offending baldric that Turnus had stripped from his friend Pallas and thus took revenge instead of exercising clemency.

In this combat the clemency of the victor Aeneas was so great that, had he not caught sight of the belt which Turnus had taken from Pallas when he killed him, the victor would have granted life as well as peace to the vanquished, as our poets closing lines testify.

[De Monarchia II ix 14)]

In De Monarchia makes his commitment to the end of happiness explicit.

When this has been grasped, it can also be seen that this freedom (or this principle of all our freedom) is the greatest gift given by God to human nature - as I have already said in the Paradiso of the Comedy - since by virtue of it we become happy here as men, by virtue of it we become happy elsewhere as gods. 

[De Monarchia I, xii 6]

‘For Dante Virgil is the most welcome of sources, the most necessary of poetic guides. It is simply impossible to imagine a Comedy without him. And no one before Dante, and perhaps very few after, ever loved Virgil as he did. At the same time there is a hard-edged sense of Virgil's crucial failure as poet of Rome, the city Dante celebrates for its two suns, Church and empire, but which Virgil saw only in the light of the one. For Dante, that is his great failure. As unfair as it seems to us, so much so that we frequently fail to note how often Virgil is criticized by the later poet who so loved him, it is the price that Dante forces him to pay when he enters this Christian precinct. And it may have been the price that he exerted from himself, lest he seem too available to the beautiful voices from the pagan past, seem less firm as the poet of both Romes. The Virgilian voice of the Comedy is the voice that brings us, more often and more touchingly than any other, the sense of tragedy that lies beneath the Comedy.’ (Hollander, Dante's Virgil).

A failure to appreciate the theological context in which the Commedia was written serves to diminish the significance of Dante’s choice of Virgil as guide. We are familiar with the choice now, but the fact that Dante chooses a pagan to be his guide through most of the journey in the afterlife is startling, and highly controversial from a theological standpoint. Certainly, it is made clear that there are many features these realms beyond death with which Virgil is unfamiliar, and ultimately Dante must take his leave of the pagan poet when Paradise is reached. However, up to that point, Virgil is fundamentally at home in the journey throughout the Inferno and the Purgatorio. He knows the terrain and can therefore act as guide to the pilgrim. Even more controversially, Virgil is not alone. The first circle of Hell, it transpires, is the eternal dwelling of many pagan spirits (Inferno 4), pagans distinguished in many walks of life. 

In choosing Virgil as his principal guide, Dante is setting up the journey as a progressive revelation of the central message of the Commedia. Requested by Beatrice to guide Dante through the realms of sin, (Inferno II 49—117), the assumption is that Virgil knows of which he speaks; he may be tainted by sin, but he knows their nature and can therefore enlighten the pilgrim. This further implies that moral purity is the essential precondition of that reunion with God which forms Dante’s quest: ‘ethics is in a real sense the foundation of life with God. The unfolding of the narrative amply confirms this intuitive sense of the significance of Virgil.’ (Jacoff 2003: 142).

Virgil is one of the pagans eternally imprisoned in the first circle. Virgil explains their predicament.

Lo buon maestro a me: "Tu non dimandi 
che spiriti son questi che tu vedi? 
Or vo' che sappi, innanzi che più andi, 

ch'ei non peccaro; e s'elli hanno mercedi, 
non basta, perché non ebber battesmo, 
ch'è porta de la fede che tu credi; 

e s' e' furon dinanzi al cristianesmo, 
non adorar debitamente a Dio: 
e di questi cotai son io medesmo. 

Per tai difetti, non per altro rio, 
semo perduti, e sol di tanto offesi 
che sanza speme vivemo in disio." 

My master began: 'You do not ask about 
the souls you see? I want you to know, 
before you venture farther, 

'they did not sin. Though they have merit, 
that is not enough, for they were unbaptized, 
denied the gateway to the faith that you profess. 

'And if they lived before the Christians lived, 
they did not worship God aright. 
And among these I am one. 

'For such defects, and for no other fault, 
we are lost, and afflicted but in this, 




Virgil is to the point: '"ch'ei non peccaro'" ("they did not sin"). The point is made that Virgil, like the other pagans in this circle, is without moral fault. This becomes clear by the way that Virgil conducts himself as guide. The point is made explicit at the beginning of the Purgatorio, these are virtuous pagans who are without moral fault. With respect to the moral virtues, Virgil declares of those pagans with whom he lives:

quivi sto io con quei che le tre sante 
virtù non si vestiro, e sanza vizio 
conobber l'altre e seguir tutte quante. 

'There I abide with those who were not clothed  
in the three holy virtues, yet, blameless,  




Without fault, these pagans knew the moral virtues and carried them out in their entirety. By his words and deeds, Virgil is the virtuous pagan. He makes it clear that ethics, as living the moral life, is the condition of seeing God. God will be revealed only when the human being comes to live the virtuous life. That moral is written into the very structure of the Inferno and the Purgatorio in that all of the sins punished in Hell and purged in Purgatory are within the range of human capability (the partial exception is the sin of heresy, condemned in circle six of the Inferno (IX 106-119), and are therefore not specifically Christian. The choice of Virgil as guide, therefore, makes the point that living a life of moral virtue is the primary condition for happiness on earth and happiness in eternity, and that this virtuous life is within human reach. Human beings can attain moral perfection without the aid of grace. Dante’s point contradicts the conventional theological position of the time. For contemporaries, Dante's Virgil would have been considered a theological impossibility. No pagan could live a morally perfect life without God’s grace; original sin would lead him inevitably to sin personally. Dante's Aristotelianised Virgil contradicts the theological orthodoxy of the day to affirm the primary importance of moral virtue. (Christopher Ryan offers an excellent discussion on the differences between Dante and Aquinas on the relation between nature and grace.)

Dante’s first point is that the end of human happiness on Earth is within human reach through the acquisition of the virtues. There is such a thing as a virtuous pagan and the virtuous life is within the moral reach of us all in terms of our natural capabilities. 

However, Dante now proceeds to establish the second point. Virgil, like the other virtuous pagans, may have the moral virtues. This is sufficient to realise the end of earthly happiness. What Virgil does not have and what he cannot have is eternal happiness. The fact remains that Virgil’s eternal abode is Hell; he can never get to Heaven. Failure to grasp the full import of that fact means overlooking a central plank in Dante's theology. The virtuous pagans, like all those others who are doomed to spend eternity in Hell, share this in common: they have eternally lost God on account of failing to attain the good of the intellect, their highest power.

Noi siam venuti al loco ov' i' t'ho detto 
che tu vedrai le genti dolorose 
c'hanno perduto il ben de l'intelletto." 

'We have come to where I said 
you would see the miserable sinners 




The physical torments of Hell are added to this negative pain that comes from the loss of the good and the loss of God. This pain is endured by the virtuous pagans who, ‘without hope live in longing’ (Inferno IV 42). For modern readers who cannot understand what virtuous pagans are doing in Hell, Christopher Ryan explains their fate in terms of their lack of fulfilment. We have to understand that in Dante’s eyes, ‘Virgil is eternally unfulfilled’ whilst ‘the sinners are forever in torment.’ 









 Descent before Ascent – transcendence of self and society 
Dante makes a descent so that he may make an ascent. In the depths of Hell, Dante embarks on a descent into his own self. Augustine would have understood the need for an internal examination: "Noli foras ire; in te ipsum redi" ("do not go outside; enter within yourself"). (see Singleton 1954). 

Dante’s cosmic vision is possible only through the exploration of this inner world of self. Dante isn’t just a traveller in the divine cosmos, he is a psychic traveller. He is an explorer of the inner as well as the outer landscape. Dante turns inwards as a condition of being able to journey outwards. He descends in order to ascend. He turns inward to expose and finally transcend his self and thereby the corruption of human society. Dante understands the need to understand self and society from within in order to transcend them. Virgil's warning "a te convien tenere altro viaggio" (Inferno 1, 91) carries this social meaning.

"A te convien tenere altro vïaggio,"
rispuose, poi che lagrimar mi vide, 
"se vuo' campar d'esto loco selvaggio; 

ché questa bestia, per la qual tu gride, 
non lascia altrui passar per la sua via, 
ma tanto lo 'mpedisce che l'uccide;

e ha natura sì malvagia e ria, 
che mai non empie la bramosa voglia, 

'It is another path that you must follow,' 
he answered, when he saw me weeping, 
'if you would flee this wild and savage place. 

'For the beast that moves you to cry out 
lets no man pass her way, 
but so besets him that she slays him. 

'Her nature is so vicious and malign 




In Plato’s allegory of the cave, it is necessary for the prisoners to shed the shadowy illusions and insatiable appetites of their empirical world of Becoming in order to reach the world of Being outside. The cave is Plato’s point of departure. From Dante’s Christian perspective, ascent begins not from Plato’s cave, point zero, but from point minus one. Dante descends in order to reach the zero-point from which the climb through Purgatory may begin. For Dante, it is necessary to go through Hell to get to the cave in the first place. This descent into Hell is the destruction of the former self which must take place to make way for a new soul. 





 The Gate of Hell - taking sides – Dante’s practical intent 
Dante and Virgil set off along the 'arduous, woody path' leading to the Gate of Hell. The inscription over the Gate reads ‘Abandon all hope, you who enter here' (‘Lasciate ogne speranza, voi ch'intrate.’ (Inferno III, 9). The dreadful finality of that instruction proclaims God's inescapable Justice. In truth, those who end up in Hell have long since abandoned hope in their lives. They had lived their lives without hope, which is why they ended up in Hell.

Life, for Dante, involved making choices and acting upon them. Human beings are moral and rational beings, political and social beings. Exercising those innate moral and intellectual powers in unison with others constitutes human being as being, an active state of eudaimonistic happiness, what Dante calls enjoyment. 

Those suffering in Hell ‘were never alive’ in this sense. Virgil explains that the sufferers are those who sat-on-the-fence in life, those 'who neither rebelled against nor were faithful to God'. For Dante, there can be no neutrality in a moral universe divided between good and bad. St Thomas Aquinas followed Plotinus in arguing that evil is the privation of good. For Dante, neutrality entails a failure to do good, a failure which allows evil to thrive. Dante rejects the lack of energeia entailed by moral indifference. He affirms the energeia which is present in all creatures, the energeia which constitutes their dynamism. 

Those who would consider Dante's rejection of the 'neutral' souls as violent and extreme should note that Dante would consider the justice he dispenses to be proportionate. In Hell, the punishment fits the crime, Dante’s contrapasso - Così s'osserva in me lo contrapasso." ‘In me you may observe fit punishment.' (Inferno XXVIII, 142). Dante thus makes cowards run behind a banner, forcing them to take the kind of stand they ought to have taken in their lives but refused to do in their selfishness. Dante has them stung by insects and shedding their blood and tears, the very things they had so carefully spared during their mean and miserable lives on earth. (Scott 1983:256). The moral indifference of such characters makes life a Hell for others on Earth. It is only appropriate that they too should suffer the pain and suffering of Hell. Dante observes ‘fit punishment’. 

 The moral structure of Inferno 
The Inferno articulates a complex moral structure, divided into areas of Incontinence, Violence and Fraud. 
For Dante, the virtuous life is a public life, a life of commitment, participation and responsibility, a life of moral choice. Dante has no sympathy for those 'neutral' souls who are rejected by both Heaven and Hell.
But Dante’s temper is conciliatory. He has pity for Francesca and Paolo. Dante had condemned Mosca dei Lamberti for causing discord in Tuscany’s civil wars (Inferno XXVIII, 103-11). But Dante comes to judge him to be amongst those ‘whose minds were bent on doing good’ (e li altri ch'a ben far puoser li 'ngegni) (Inferno VI 80—81). Dante shows admiration the great souls of Farinata and Ulysses, pity for the suicide, Pier delta Vigna, who had been falsely accused of political treachery. And he shows pity for the sodomite, Brunetto Latini, who had shown Dante how the good government of the city depends upon the links forged between virtue and nobility. Dante expresses contempt for all those whose actions mock true nobility, thieves like Vanni Fucci, usurers. 
These reactions are humane and serve to engage the reader in a very moral story. Dante's sinners are real men and women, like you and I, compromised in one way or another by the complexities and temptations of life. Real life is not lived at the extremes of black and white, but in varying shades of grey. 





 Dante and Sexuality 

In Love's torment: Pain and sexual pleasure in Dante Alighieri and T. S. Eliot, Maria Anne Romano begins by noting that ‘sexual pleasure, for the male writer, has been accompanied by pain for centuries.’ None have written with more insight on the paradox of love from a male perspective than Dante Alighieri. Romano charts the descent from Dante's sexual ideology to the misanthropy and misogyny which characterises T. S. Eliot's poetry. Eliot may have seen himself as standing in the descent of Dante, but he has none of the Italian master’s understanding of and desire for true love. As Romano comments, Eliot may have attempted to emulate Dante’s passion, ‘his contorted visionary work chose the language of renounced, rather than consummated, sexual desire. Eliot's poetry seeks to mimic Dante's philosophy on love and pain expressed in Canto XXVI of "Purgatory," but all that emanates is a sense of pity, loss, and disgust.’ It’s a self-pity and self-loathing that Eliot projects upon women, whom he plainly despises. ‘The poetry's aggression towards women begins with "The Love Song Of J. Alfred Prufrock," escalates in "La Figlia che Piange" and "Gerontion," and reaches a violent pinnacle of misanthropy in "Sweeney Erect."’ (http://digitool.fcla.edu/R/53GRLJJ7Y3AKAGFS1JRHJVFJJ2X4H1MIELBDDXDQCPTBU379KN-00750?func=dbin-jump-full&object_id=15432&local_base=GEN01&pds_handle=GUEST)

Whoever that describes, it isn’t Dante. Romano succeeds in distinguishing Dante’s understanding of true love from Eliot’s miserable and impoverished understanding. But there are greater problems to face than this example of repressed sexuality.

Virgil and Dante walk along the banks of the boiling rill across the burning plain. Behind them is the Wood of the Suicides, before them is the Great Cliff of the Eighth Circle. They enter the Seventh Circle and third round. Here is where the Sodomites reside. 

Dante calls these sinners as Sodomites, the descendants of the people of biblical Sodom. Whilst Dante is referring to homosexuals, he would have subscribed to the natural law view of sodomy as including oral and anal sex between heterosexuals. 

Dante's Commedia depicts sodomites in two instances in the afterlife: in Cantos 15 and 16 of the Inferno, where they are damned and eternally punished; and in Canto 26 of the Purgatorio, where they are saved and undergoing penitential purification. 

Purification for what, some might ask? Why, exactly, is sodomy a sin? By sodomy, Dante referred to those who would now be called "homosexuals." Dante’s condemnation of homosexuality as a sin derives from a straight natural law reading of an act which is contrary to Nature and hence which does violence to God’s purpose. The Sodomites are condemned for having committed violent acts against nature. 

Puossi far forza ne la deïtade, 
col cor negando e bestemmiando quella, 
e spregiando natura e sua bontade; 

e però lo minor giron suggella 
del segno suo e Soddoma e Caorsa 
e chi, spregiando Dio col cor, favella. 

'Violence may be committed against God 
when we deny and curse Him in our hearts, 
or when we scorn nature and her bounty. 

'And so the smallest ring stamps with its seal 
both Sodom and Cahors and those 




The classification of sexuality as “bestial” also suggests that the sexual union of human beings and an animal would also be included under the sin of sodomy. That statement is so clear that there seems no room for qualification or debate. Sodomy is punished in the deep seventh circle of Hell not just as a form of violence, but as violence of the very worst kind, violence that is committed against God. This sexual misconduct violates the godhead by means of scorning and despising nature and her gifts. It’s a lesson with which anyone with a Catholic education or upbringing will be familiar, the warnings delivered about the abuse of God’s gifts. In sexual matters, contempt of nature precludes the proper end of the sex act, which is the reproduction of the species. 

Such a narrow conception of sex under the natural law saddles us with an impossible model of the sex act, one contradicted by the imagination and variety, not to mention sheer gusto, that human beings bring to their sex lives. The sin entailed by sodomy as defined above covers pretty much everything that human beings do, and do quite naturally. Of course, the natural law isn’t an unmediated representation of nature but is nature read through the eyes of reason and morality. There is plenty that is natural – racism, sexism, violence – that the natural law rightly condemns to be bad. So to say that something is natural isn’t necessarily to say that it is good. What counts is harm. In which case, what harm is done by sex acts which deviate from the narrow definition and application of the natural law?

On first glimpse, Dante takes a clear and firm stand on the natural law as presented by Catholic moral theology. Dante presents the idea of the sterility of homosexual relationships by presenting the sodomites in a barren environment.

si vede di giustizia orribil arte. 
A ben manifestar le cose nove, 
dico che arrivammo ad una landa 
che dal suo letto ogne pianta rimove. 

And here the dreadful work of justice is revealed. 
To tell how strange the new place was, 
I say we reached a barren plain 




The sodomites have to keep moving under falling fire and over an unproductive land that rejects all plants from its bed. The hot, arid sand presents a stark image of the infertility of homosexuality, judged purely in terms of the end of procreation. But this is no longer considered the sole end of sex. As a result of the narrowness of that definition has brought the whole tradition of natural law into disrepute. Anyone with the slightest knowledge of biology – practical as well as theoretical - knows that procreation isn’t the only end of sexuality, with all manner of impeccably natural ends from pleasure to bonding forming part of a biologically – and morally – informed conception.

This being so, it is worth emphasising the empathy that lies at the heart of Dante’s view.

Virgil and Dante pass a roving band of Sodomites. 

quando incontrammo d'anime una schiera 
che venian lungo l'argine, e ciascuna 
ci riguardava come suol da sera 
guardare uno altro sotto nuova luna; 

Here we met a troop of souls 
coming up along the bank, and each one 
gazed at us as men at dusk will sometimes do, 




Dante is recognized by one of the company observing him. And Dante recognises him in turn.

Così adocchiato da cotal famiglia, 
fui conosciuto da un, che mi prese 
per lo lembo e gridò: "Qual maraviglia!" 

E io, quando 'l suo braccio a me distese, 
ficcaï li occhi per lo cotto aspetto, 
sì che 'l viso abbrusciato non difese 

la conoscenza süa al mio 'ntelletto; 
e chinando la mano a la sua faccia, 
rispuosi: "Siete voi qui, ser Brunetto?" 

Thus scrutinized by such a company, 
I was known to one of them who caught me 
by the hem and then cried out, 'What a wonder!' 

And while he held his arm outstretched to me, 
I fixed my eyes on his scorched face 
until beneath the charred disfigurement 

I could discern the features that I knew 
and, lowering my hand toward his face, 




Dante recognizes the man beneath his “Burnt crust” as Ser Brunetto Latino, a prominent Florentine Guelph who held the post of notary. It is significant that Dante addresses Brunetto “voi” rather than using the less respectful “tu” form. (Farinata is the only other sinner addressed in the same way.)

Brunetto’s two principal books were the prose “Livre dou Tresor,” The Book of the Treasure, and the poetic “Tesoretto,” The little Treasure. Brunetto taught Dante all about the allegorical journey.

“Let us sit together." Dante says to Ser Brunetto Latino. Ser Brunetto Latino responds, “My son! Whoever of this train pauses a moment, must lie a hundred years forbidden to brush of the burning rain. Therefore, go on; [Ser Brunetto Latino] will walk at [Dante’s] hem, and then rejoin [his] company."

rispuosi: "Siete voi qui, ser Brunetto?" 
E quelli: "O figliuol mio, non ti dispiaccia 
se Brunetto Latino un poco teco 
ritorna 'n dietro e lascia andar la traccia." 

I' dissi lui: "Quanto posso, ven preco; 
e se volete che con voi m'asseggia, 
faròl, se piace a costui che vo seco." 

"O figliuol," disse, "qual di questa greggia 
s'arresta punto, giace poi cent' anni 
sanz' arrostarsi quando 'l foco il feggia. 

Però va oltre: i' ti verrò a' panni; 
e poi rigiugnerò la mia masnada, 
che va piangendo i suoi etterni danni." 

asked: 'Are You here, Ser Brunetto?' 
And he: 'O my son, let it not displease you 
if Brunetto Latini for a while turns back 
with you and lets the troop go on.' 

I said to him: 'With all my heart, I pray You, 
and if You would have me sit with You, I will, 
if he who leads me through allows.' 

'O son,' he said 'whoever of this flock stops 
even for an instant has to lie a hundred years, 
unable to fend off the fire when it strikes. 

'Therefore, go on. I shall follow at your hem 
and later will rejoin my band, 




Brunetto prophesies the sufferings that Dante will receive at the hands of the Florentines, gives an account of the souls that move through the fire with Dante, and races off across the plain under Divine Compulsion. 
Brunetto to Dante says, “That ungrateful and malignant stock that came down from Fiesole of old and still smacks of the mountain and the rock, for [Dante’s] good works will be [Dante’s] enemy. And there is cause: the sweet fig is not meant to bear its fruit beside the bitter sorb-tree. Even the old adage calls them blind, an envious, proud, and avaricious people: see that [Dante] root their customs from [his] mind. It is written in [Dante’s] stars, and will come to pass, that [Dante] honours shall make both sides hunger for [Dante]: but the goat shall never reach to crop that grass. Let the beasts of Fiesole devour their get like sows, but never let them touch the plant, if among their rankness any springs up yet, in which is born again the holy seed of the Romans who remained among their rabble when Florence made a new nest for their greed.”

Ma quello ingrato popolo maligno 
che discese di Fiesole ab antico, 
e tiene ancor del monte e del macigno, 

ti si farà, per tuo ben far, nimico; 
ed è ragion, ché tra li lazzi sorbi 
si disconvien fruttare al dolce fico. 

Vecchia fama nel mondo li chiama orbi; 
gent' è avara, invidiosa e superba: 
dai lor costumi fa che tu ti forbi. 

La tua fortuna tanto onor ti serba, 
che l'una parte e l'altra avranno fame 
di te; ma lungi fia dal becco l'erba. 

Faccian le bestie fiesolane strame 
di lor medesme, e non tocchin la pianta, 
s'alcuna surge ancora in lor letame, 

in cui riviva la sementa santa 
di que' Roman che vi rimaser quando 
fu fatto il nido di malizia tanta." 

'But that malignant, thankless rabble 
that came down from Fiesole long ago 
and still smacks of the mountain and the rock 

'rightly shall become, because of your good deeds, 
your enemy: among the bitter sorbs 
it is not fit the sweet fig come to fruit. 

'The world has long believed them to be blind, 
a people greedy, envious and proud. 
Be sure you stay untainted by their ways. 

'Your destiny reserves for you such honor 
both parties shall be hungry to devour you, 
but the grass shall be far from the goat. 

'Let the Fiesolan beasts make forage 
of themselves but spare the plant, 
if on their dung-heap any still springs up, 

'the plant in which lives on the holy seed 
of those few Romans who remained 




Fiesole is an ancient Etruscan city of Fiesole, on a hill some three miles north of Florence. According to legend, Fiesole had sided with Catiline against Julius Caesar. Caesar destroyed the town and built a new city called Florence on the Arno. Florence was populated with Romans and Fiesolans, the Romans forming the aristocracy, the Fiesolans the masses. Dante details how the internal strife between the two sides causes interminable bloody conflict in Florence. Not that Dante is above the conflict. He proudly proclaims himself to be descendent of the Romans.

Non è nuova a li orecchi miei tal arra: 
però giri Fortuna la sua rota 
come le piace, e 'l villan la sua marra." 

'Such prophecy is not unknown to me. 
Let Fortune spin her wheel just as she pleases, 




Dante’s exile and suffering are foretold in another two places, in the prophecies of Ciacco in Canto VI and Farinata in Canto X. Dante’s response is that come what may, he will remain true to his purpose:

Tanto vogl' io che vi sia manifesto, 
pur che mia coscïenza non mi garra, 
ch'a la Fortuna, come vuol, son presto. 

'This much I would have You know: 
as long as conscience does not chide, 




Virgil pauses at Dante’s words, then turns to Dante and says:

poi disse: "Bene ascolta chi la nota." 




The moral is ‘Well heeded is well heard.’ 

Others sharing the same plight as Brunetto include Priscian, a Latin grammarian and poet of the first half of the sixth century, and Francesco d’Accorso a Florentine scholar and professor at Bologna, and Oxford. Brunetto to Dante inquires, “You might have seen that one the Servant of Servants sent from the Arno to the Bacchiglione where he left his unnatural organ wrapped in cerements” (112-114).

In somma sappi che tutti fur cherci 
e litterati grandi e di gran fama, 
d'un peccato medesmo al mondo lerci. 

Priscian sen va con quella turba grama, 
e Francesco d'Accorso anche; e vedervi, 
s'avessi avuto di tal tigna brama, 

colui potei che dal servo de' servi 
fu trasmutato d'Arno in Bacchiglione, 
dove lasciò li mal protesi nervi. 

'In sum, note that all of them were clerics 
or great and famous scholars befouled 
in the world above by a single sin. 

'Priscian goes with that wretched crowd, 
and Francesco d'Accorso too. And, had you had 
a hankering for such filth, you might have seen 

'the one transferred by the Servant of Servants 
from the Arno to the Bacchiglione, 




“The Servant of Servants” refers to Dante’s old enemy, Pope Boniface VIII. In 1295, Boniface transferred Bishop Andrea de’ Mozzi from the Bishopric of Florence, on the Arno, to that of Vicenza, on the Bacchiglione. The transference was reputedly brought about at the request of the Bishop’s brother, Tommaso de’ Mozzi of Florence. Tommaso de’ Mozzi wished to remove from his sight the spectacle of the brother’s stupidity and unnatural vices. 

Musa translates the crucial final lines as:

‘you might have seen the one the Servant of Servants transferred to the Bacchiglione from the Arno where his sinfully erected nerves were buried.’

Regarding the last line, ‘dove lasciò li mal protesi nervi, ‘where he left his unnatural organ wrapped in cerements.’ A cerement is a burial garment. The “unnatural organ” is the male sex organ, ‘sinfully erected’, that is, aroused to passion for an unnatural purpose. This is a straightforward statement of the traditional Catholic natural law view of homosexuality as an act which does violence to nature. Dante, however, moves us beyond the hard line position. Dante’s words to Brunetto are kindly.

"Se fosse tutto pieno il mio dimando," 
rispuos' io lui, "voi non sareste ancora 
de l'umana natura posto in bando; 

ché 'n la mente m'è fitta, e or m'accora, 
la cara e buona imagine paterna 
di voi quando nel mondo ad ora ad ora 

m'insegnavate come l'uom s'etterna: 

'If all my prayers were answered,' 
I said to him, 'You would not yet 
be banished from mankind. 

'For I remember well and now lament 
the cherished, kind, paternal image of You 
when, there in the world, from time to time, 




For all of his supposed sinning against nature, Brunetto is not to be banished from humankind. Dante’s ethic is humane and sympathetic rather than harsh and narrow.

Brunetto to Dante closes, 

Sieti raccomandato il mio Tesoro, 
nel qual io vivo ancora, e più non cheggio." 
Poi si rivolse e parve di coloro 

che corrono a Verona il drappo verde 
per la campagna; e parve di costoro 
quelli che vince, non colui che perde. 

Let my Treasure, in which I still live on, 
be in your mind -- I ask for nothing more.' 
After he turned back he seemed like one 

who races for the green cloth on the plain 
beyond Verona. And he looked more the winner 




The “Green Cloth” refers to a running contest on the first Sunday of Lent in Verona. All the young men would run a race for the prize of green cloth. The runner who came last was given a live rooster and was required to carry it through the town.

For those of us concerned to emphasise that the divine comedy is also a humane comedy, it comes as some relief to discover that Dante comes in Purgatorio to drastically revise the severe categorization of sodomy given in the Inferno. In Purgatorio, sodomy is treated as a form of lust – hands up all those who have never been guilty of this? – and of all the seven deadly sins expiated on the seven terraces of mount Purgatory, lust is the least serious. At risk of weakening the pilgrim’s commitment to purgation, it is worth emphasising this point, just to soften some of the repressive implications of sexual morality as it has been applied via the natural law over the centuries. Frankly, I agree with André Malraux when he says that ‘the attempt to force human beings to despise themselves … is what I call hell’ (La condition humaine 1933). The natural law should be based upon reason, not force. As St. Augustine argued, to love your neighbour as yourself requires that you are able to love yourself. 
To get to Paradise, we need to love others as we love ourselves and vice versa. There is no greater sin than to make human beings ashamed of their own bodies and guilty about healthy and honest expressions of their sexuality. I would just ask one simple question with respect to human behaviour: what harm is done, either to one’s own self or to others? If the natural law keeps insisting on a repressive moral code that inhibits rather than enhances human sexuality, it will be discarded. Which I think would be a cause for great regret, since the natural law is the best defence we have in the positive realisation and expression of our common human nature. Or at least it should be. There’s not enough love in the world, so long as we are talking about love and not lust. ‘Too much love will kill you’ sang Freddie Mercury. He’s right. ‘Too much love’ is lust and lust is indeed a sin. Nothing to excess and all things in moderation came the advice from Delphi. It’s good advice. The seven capital sins deal with excess, an excess that blocks the path to true fulfilment. Get that message through, and much pointless debate, upsetting people for no reason, can be avoided.

I take Dante to be arguing some such notion when he has the homosexually oriented souls moving through the fire on the topmost terrace of the lustful, as do their counterparts, moving in the other direction, the heterosexually oriented souls, who are placed above them in Hell by a full five circles. 

Every single offence is treated as more culpable than the sins of the flesh. In the seventh circle of the Inferno, sodomites are placed lower than all the incontinent sinners, and they are promoted above all except the carnal wrongdoers, with whom they are on a par. In other words, homosexuals are accounted to be less blameworthy than misers or spendthrifts or gluttons. 

So what, some may state, since homosexuality shouldn’t be considered a sin in the first place. Maybe so, but it is still worth emphasising the extent to which, in a Christian allegory concerned with salvation and redemption, Dante can depart so radically from the orthodoxies of moral and sexual teaching and yet still remain firmly within the natural law. Just a little more imagination and courage on our part and we may, some seven hundred years on, manage to go the whole hog, use our reason, declare no sin to be accounted for with regard to homosexuality, and recover the natural law as an active force in ethics and politics.

Dante makes a start in that direction. I return here to the question lust and love as a contrast between excess and moderation. The schema of the capital sins in Purgatorio is crossed with the schema of "moderation," in which it is excess that becomes the determinant of sexual immorality and impropriety. 
In Canto 17, Virgil expounds the universal moral truth in terms of love. It is this truth by which the tripartite scheme of the seven terraces is organised. Love is sinful in two respects, when it is love for an evil object, and when it is deficient or excessive when for a good object. 

‘The immoderate souls of the upper three levels lavish inordinate love on terrestrial goods, such as wealth or food or persons of either sex passionately desired. Sodomy is an excess of male erotic love for a male. It follows that if the sexual passion were tempered, rather than, say, extravagantly or compulsively or irresponsibly indulged, the practice of same-sex love would not be sinful at all.’ (Joseph Pequigney http://www.glbtq.com/literature/dante.html (​http:​/​​/​www.glbtq.com​/​literature​/​dante.html​)).

Joseph Pequigney claims that ‘never is sodomy in Purgatorio judged to be unnatural’. In the Inferno, Dante does condemn sodomy as violence against nature and hence against God. But he later modifies this natural law position to make it clear that it is excess, lust, that is blameworthy. Dante argues that the aptitude to love is "natural" to human creatures, and therefore cannot be culpable. 

Ma perché più aperto intendi ancora, 
volgi la mente a me, e prenderai 
alcun buon frutto di nostra dimora." 

"Né creator né creatura mai," 
cominciò el, "figliuol, fu sanza amore, 
o naturale o d'animo; e tu 'l sai. 

'That you may understand more clearly,  
pay close attention. Then you shall pluck  
some good fruit from our stay.'  

'Neither Creator nor His creature, my dear son,  
was ever without love, whether natural  




The simplest defence of all, then, that love is natural, is correct. Hence the damage that is done – in the pain and misery and prejudice caused – by the application of the natural law against human beings guilty of nothing other than the act of love. That has to be a misreading of nature. Indeed, Dante’s argument reads more like a criticism of the use of reason in the natural law tradition than nature itself. It’s not so much nature that errs, God given as it is, but the way the human mind reads or misreads it.

Lo naturale è sempre sanza errore, 
ma l'altro puote errar per malo obietto 
o per troppo o per poco di vigore. 

Mentre ch'elli è nel primo ben diretto, 
e ne' secondi sé stesso misura, 
esser non può cagion di mal diletto; 

ma quando al mal si torce, o con più cura 
o con men che non dee corre nel bene, 
contra 'l fattore adovra sua fattura. 

Quinci comprender puoi ch'esser convene 
amor sementa in voi d'ogne virtute 
e d'ogne operazion che merta pene. 

Or, perché mai non può da la salute 
amor del suo subietto volger viso, 
da l'odio proprio son le cose tute; 

e perché intender non si può diviso, 
e per sé stante, alcuno esser dal primo, 
da quello odiare ogne effetto è deciso. 

'The natural is always without error,  
but the other may err in its chosen goal  
or through excessive or deficient vigor.  

'While it is directed to the primal good,  
knowing moderation in its lesser goals,  
it cannot be the cause of wrongful pleasure.  

'But when it bends to evil, or pursues the good  
with more or less concern than needed,  
then the creature works against his Maker.  

'From this you surely understand that love  
must be the seed in you of every virtue  
as well as of each deed that merits punishment.  

'Now, since love cannot avert its face  
from the welfare of its subject,  
all creatures are secure against self-hatred,  

'and since no being can conceive itself  
as severed, self-existing, from its Author,  




In the next Canto, Dante writes that 'the error of the blind who set themselves as guides will be revealed.’ (Purgatorio XVIII 17-18). He proceeds to show how mind attuned to the beauty of creation cannot err. He is arguing against a reason that has come to be so abstracted from the goodness inherent in God’s creation that it becomes walled up in its own self-identity, its own conceptions divorced from the natural good.

L'animo, ch'è creato ad amar presto, 
ad ogne cosa è mobile che piace, 
tosto che dal piacere in atto è desto. 

Vostra apprensiva da esser verace 
tragge intenzione, e dentro a voi la spiega, 
sì che l'animo ad essa volger face; 

e se, rivolto, inver' di lei si piega, 
quel piegare è amor, quell' è natura 
che per piacer di novo in voi si lega. 

'The mind, disposed to love at its creation,  
is readily moved toward anything that pleases  
as soon as by that pleasure it is roused to act. 

'From real forms your perception draws 
an image it unfolds within you 
so that the mind considers it,  

'and if the mind, so turned, inclines to it,  
that inclination is a natural love,  




Dante here proposes a substantial union of mind and body, of human nature within, including the rational soul, with nature without. The mind is disposed to love the good within the creation, the natural inclinations are, ultimately, an inclination to the good. 

Homosexuality emerges as one of the kinds of love. With Virgil himself known, in the Middle Ages, to be a homosexual, Joseph Pequigney notes the extent to which, on this question, ‘Dante departs, radically and astonishingly, from the orthodoxies of Catholic moral theology.’ 

Of course, the Catholic position here is to condemn the sin but love the sinner (I doubt there is any consolation in being loved whilst having one’s character being called sinful, but leave that aside). But what is striking about Dante is the lenience he displays on the matter. This can be seen most clearly with respect to his encounter with his revered old master Brunetto Latini. 

‘The meeting is so affectionate and poignant as to have prompted some commentators, most notably André Pézard and Richard Kay, to attempt to exonerate Brunetto from the scandal of sexual perversion. Among the arguments used to support their untenable theses is that no documentation outside the poem and its contingent exegesis confirms the imputation of homoeroticism to Brunetto. If so, we may have from the author of the Inferno the first--and the classic--instance of "outing."’

‘The Divine Comedy does not recognize lesbian sodomy, but it does confound some gay historicist "theory" in so long ago recognizing as distinct personality types men who desire women and men who desire men.’ (Joseph Pequigney http://www.glbtq.com/literature/dante.html (​http:​/​​/​www.glbtq.com​/​literature​/​dante.html​)).
http://www.greatdante.net/texts.html (​http:​/​​/​www.greatdante.net​/​texts.html​)

In Dante, Eros and Kabbalah, Mark Jay Mirsky, author of The Absent Shakespeare, takes an unorthodox, original and some might say eccentric, journey through the life and work of Dante Alighieri. Mark Jay Mirsky is professor of English at City College of New York, and his book is written with energy and imagination, deviating many times into his own observations. Mirsky has some interesting things to say about the sacred nature of the female essence. I take the non-obscurantist view that Dante was of the Roman Catholic faith and that suggestions of more esoteric influences and undercurrents serve to highlight the different strains that have flowed into Catholicism, that most eclectic and hence universal of religions. I am always open to views which shed light on various meanings buried within Dante’s text. But anyone who doesn’t know that Aristotle and Aquinas are Dante’s principal influences hasn’t got a hope of making sense of Dante’s meaning.

Mirsky quotes Leo Strauss, from the Persecution and the Art of Writing, upon which Paul Wolfowitz and his ilk base their dubious views on governance: "Strauss's thesis is that Maimonides, and philosophers in general before the seventeenth century, concealed from the vulgar, or a state bureaucracy of conventional authority, convictions that ran counter to popular prejudice or myth. Such concealment is the principle, I have come to believe, that the whole of La Vita Nuova and the Commedia (the later work taking its cue from the earlier), is organized upon." 

Are we are in the realm of Plato and the Noble Lie here? Or the hermetic tradition which conceals its message from all but the initiated? Dante is certainly a Sun worshipper. And human beings love a conspiracy theory. It just seems obvious to me that the Sun stands for God, that the Sun is the source of all our power, and that the Commedia is a Christian allegory depicting the pilgrim’s progress from despair to hope. Most of all, Dante wanted his message to be understood, which is why he wrote in the vernacular and not the Latin. The Commedia certainly works on different levels, the literal, the moral, the analogical, and, indeed, the mystical. The idea that he had a secret message is betrayed by his use of the vernacular.





Hell contains those who have chosen evil and have rejected the saving grace of God. In Hell, they have to endure the consequences of their choice. 

In the upper circles of Hell are those guilty of sins of Incontinence, those who lacked self-control. First up are those who couldn’t say ‘no’ to others, dramatically represented by unlawful lovers. These are followed by those who could not say ‘no’ to themselves, dramatically represented by the gluttonous. Other kinds of choices are shown to emphasise the point that to pursue a false good is to turn away from God, the only way to the true and lasting good. The unlawful lovers, if asked what they wanted, would say, "To be with each other forever." In Dante's vision, they are indeed joined together forever, circling like a flock of birds, born on the howling wind of their own passions. In contrast, the sullen are buried forever in a muddy marsh, their bubbles rising to the surface as if to say, "While we lived, we took no joy in the pleasant things around us, preferring to cling to our resentments and nurse our grudges, and now we nurse them still throughout eternity." 

Corsi al palude, e le cannucce e 'l braco 
m'impigliar sì ch'i' caddi; e lì vid' io 
de le mie vene farsi in terra laco." 


'I fled to the marsh. Entrapped in reeds 
and mire I fell, and in that mud  




After the circles of Incontinence come those of Violence, all those who have harmed or who have sought to harm the self, others, God, Nature, and Art (human productivity). 

Beneath these are the circles of Fraud, containing those who not only harmed others but also betrayed their confidence in so doing. This is the place of those who made their careers through flattery. Having debased language, they are condemned to wallow eternally a ditch full of bullshit. (Inferno XIV 49

Here we see hypocrites, plodding forever around in their circle: 

Là giù trovammo una gente dipinta 
che giva intorno assai con lenti passi,          
piangendo e nel sembiante stanca e vinta.         

Elli avean cappe con cappucci bassi          
dinanzi a li occhi, fatte de la taglia          
che in Clugnì per li monaci fassi.         

Di fuor dorate son, sì ch'elli abbaglia;        
ma dentro tutte piombo, e gravi tanto,         
che Federigo le mettea di paglia. 

Oh in etterno faticoso manto! 
Noi ci volgemmo ancor pur a man manca 
con loro insieme, intenti al tristo pianto; 

Down there we came upon a lacquered people 
who made their round, in tears, with listless steps. 
They seemed both weary and defeated. 

The cloaks they wore, cut like the capes 
sewn for the monks at Cluny, 
had cowls that hung down past their eyes. 

Outwardly they were gilded dazzling bright,
within they are of lead, so ponderous 
that those imposed by Frederick would seem but feather-light. 

Oh what a toilsome cloak to wear forever! 
Once more we turned to the left, then went along 
beside them, intent upon their wretched wailing. 

[Inferno  XXIII 58-69]

Oh in etterno faticoso manto! ‘O weary mantle for eternity!’, ‘Oh what a toilsome cloak to wear forever!’

(A parallel with Max Weber’s view of capitalist modernity as a self-made Hell suggests itself here. 





Here lies the moat of thieves, where members find that not even their bodies are their own, but may be taken from them at any time by a fellow thief, leaving them to steal a body from someone else, and on and on for all eternity. (A selfish world which proceeds without ‘regard for persons’, the phrase by which Weber described the modern world.) Dante describes the exchanges which take place in graphic detail. In one instance, a thief in the body of a reptile bites a thief in a human body on the naval. 

Come 'l ramarro sotto la gran fersa 
dei dì canicular, cangiando sepe, 
folgore par se la via attraversa, 

sì pareva, venendo verso l'epe 
de li altri due, un serpentello acceso, 
livido e nero come gran di pepe; 

e quella parte onde prima è preso 
nostro alimento, a l'un di lor trafisse; 
poi cadde giuso innanzi lui disteso. 

As the green lizard beneath the scorching lash 
of dog-day heat, between one hedge and the next, 
seems lightning as it streaks across the road, 

just so appeared -- darting toward the bellies 
of the other two -- a little fiery reptile, 
black and livid as a peppercorn. 

That part where first we are nourished 
it transfixed in one of them 




The reptile bites the naval, the place of original nourishment, whereupon the protagonists exchange shapes. Life is turned inside out.

ché due nature mai a fronte a fronte 
non trasmutò sì ch'amendue le forme 
a cambiar lor matera fosser pronte. 

for never did he change two natures, face to face, 
in such a way that both their forms 




Leaving the circles of Fraud Simple, we come to the circles of Fraud Complex. This is the place of those who betrayed, not just general others, but those to whom they had a special obligation. Here are those who are traitors to kin, country, invited guests, to all those to whom they have sworn allegiance. 

At the very bottom of the universe is Lucifer (Inferno XXXI 142-143).

Dante proceeds up the long path, down which flows the stream of Lethe (the river of forgetfulness), which he has been promised to see:

Letè vedrai, ma fuor di questa fossa, 
là dove vanno l'anime a lavarsi 
quando la colpa pentuta è rimossa." 

'Lethe you shall see: not in this abyss 
but where the spirits go to cleanse themselves 




Moving up toward remembrance, Dante emerges on the other side of the Earth, free of the salt and heat and noise and sweat and stink of Hell. He looks again upon the stars. 

Luogo è là giù da Belzebù remoto 
tanto quanto la tomba si distende, 
che non per vista, ma per suono è noto 
d'un ruscelletto che quivi discende 

per la buca d'un sasso, ch'elli ha roso, 
col corso ch'elli avvolge, e poco pende. 
Lo duca e io per quel cammino ascoso 

intrammo a ritornar nel chiaro mondo; 
e sanza cura aver d'alcun riposo, 
salimmo sù, el primo e io secondo, 

tanto ch'i' vidi de le cose belle 
che porta 'l ciel, per un pertugio tondo. 
E quindi uscimmo a riveder le stelle. 

As far as one can get from Beelzebub, 
in the remotest corner of this cavern, 
there is a place one cannot find by sight, 
but by the sound of a narrow stream that trickles 

through a channel it has cut into the rock 
in its meanderings, making a gentle slope. 
Into that hidden passage my guide and I 

entered, to find again the world of light, 
and, without thinking of a moment's rest, 
we climbed up, he first and I behind him, 

far enough to see, through a round opening, 
a few of those fair things the heavens bear. 






 Treachery and the ice of Hell 

Dante goes against the authority of Aquinas when placing sins of fraud after sins of violence. For Dante, fraud is a worse sin than violence because it implies the misuse of the intellect, the distinguishing feature of human beings, given by God and intended to lead human beings towards eternal truths. Dante thus damns the trinity of traitors: Judas, Brutus and Cassius. 

Dante is theologically informed, but is very far from being a mouthpiece for existing conventions and orthodoxies. Dante was a political being to his marrow. His hatred of treachery is absolute and emphatic, so much so that the poet theologian proposes the heretical idea that certain sins of treachery are so irredeemably evil that a man's soul is sent down to Hell, even before death. (Purgatorio XXXIII 124-35)

Dante's overwhelming hatred of treachery is to be explained by his inherently political worldview, politics in the sense of creative human self-realisation, social being and active moral responsibility. Dante wholly subscribed to the views of Aristotle and Aquinas that the human being is a social and political animal, an animal that individuates itself only in relation to others within a public life. Justice is the social virtue par excellence. To Dante, the city-state functions very much as the polis did in Aristotle’s philosophy, as the social and moral framework for the acquisition of the virtues and the flourishing of human powers. For Dante, the essential precondition of this eudaimonistic society is political peace and unity. Dante’s ‘universal monarchy’ is the Just and Good community. Treachery renders the conditions of the universal community impossible by unravelling the natural solidaristic bonds of love and trust which generate peace and unity. 

La frode, ond' ogne coscïenza è morsa,      
può l'omo usare in colui che 'n lui fida          
e in quel che fidanza non imborsa.        
Questo modo di retro par ch'incida         
pur lo vinco d'amor che fa natura;         

'Fraud gnaws at every conscience, 
whether used on him who trusted 
or on one who lacked such faith. 
'Fraud against the latter only severs 




Fraud breaks down the social bonds and affective ties that human beings require in order to be themselves, to become what they are by the goodness and grace planted in them by nature.

Per l'altro modo quell' amor s'oblia  
che fa natura, e quel ch'è poi aggiunto, 
di che la fede spezïal si cria; 

'Fraud against the trusting fails to heed 
not only natural love but the added bond 




Dante thus affirms a political vision of peace and unity over and against division and faction, emphasising bonds of trust and love as against fraud and faction. 

Dante does not flinch in condemning evil. 

Dante admires Farinata for his heroic defence of Florence, saving the city from destruction in 1260. But Farinata is condemned as a heretic. Scholars have pointed to an apparent contradiction of identifying a pre-eminently religious sin within a basically Aristotelian and Ciceronian ethical framework. The apparent paradox is resolved once we understand that the Commedia's structure is based on the contrasting triad of cities, the City of Man, the City of the devil, and the City of God.

Aristotle's key idea that man is by nature a zoon politikon, a social being, a being made to live by nature in a polis (Aristotle 1981: 59 188), had come to be assimilated into the Christian system to such an extent that Aquinas could declare that ‘man is a social and political animal’ (Aquinas, On Kingship; Copleston 1955: 255). Such views implies that human beings must live in a universal community, an Aristotelian view that had become thoroughly Christianised by Dante's time. In the Florence of his day, the Dominican preacher, Remigio de' Girolami, asserted that no one could be a good Christian unless he were also a good citizen. This declaration indicates the extent to which the other-worldly ends of Christianity had come to terms with Aristotle’s polis focused view. In Paradise, when Dante is asked whether it would be worse for man if he were not a citizen on earth, replies with a loud and clear ‘yes’. 

Ond' elli ancora: "Or dì: sarebbe il peggio 
per l'omo in terra, se non fosse cive?" 
"Sì," rispuos' io; "e qui ragion non cheggio." 

And he continued: 'Now tell me, would it be worse 
for man on earth if he were not a citizen/social being?' 




Dante, it is clear, is a political being to the core. Politics matters to Dante as being essential to the realisation of the earthly end of human fulfilment and happiness. 

It is thus easy to understand why Dante took such a harsh view of treachery. It is also becomes apparent why Dante placed the heretics at the very entrance to the City of the Devil. Heresy signified 'division' and threatened to undermine unity in the City of God. As Christ warned, 'any city ... divided against itself shall fall'. Dante links heresy with faction in politics, both indicating division and threatening destruction. 
In life, Farinata and Cavalcante, inhabitants of the same city, had fought each other incessantly, the former defending the imperial cause, the latter the papal cause. Their eternal punishment in death is to be united in the same tomb, a desolate cemetery of the soul, symbolizing the state to which they had reduced their divided city on earth and the fate to which they had condemned their souls by denying their immortality and refusing to accept the existence of life beyond the grave. (Scott 1983: 266). 

Dante’s moral is that in the same way that heresy brings about expulsion from God's church and denial of access to the life-giving sacraments, so political faction brings about exile and destruction. This is a lesson that Dante had learned the hard way. In exile, Dante had gained a vantage point above all the contending parties, and could now see clearly the universal truths which exposed his former beliefs as illusions, illusions which those in the heat of the political battle still shared. 

Dante sought political peace and unity and pursued them in his ascent to the outer limits of the physical universe and beyond, ending when he reaches ‘the Heaven of pure light, light intellectual, full of love … full of joy.’ And from there, there is nowhere else to go.

Dante’s political thought is grounded in and hence inseparable from his religious and moral beliefs. Dante’s politics of love and hope embody and articulate his religious and moral ideals. Dante’s pessimism with respect to temporal events in the world of politics, shattering the cause of Empire and Papacy, was assuaged by the abundance of hope his ascent in Paradiso brought. 

"La Chiesa militante alcun figliuolo 
non ha con più speranza, com' è scritto 
nel Sol che raggia tutto nostro stuolo: 

'The Church Militant has no other son 
so filled with hope, as it is written 




Time and again Dante affirms hope over despair. He understands the importance of the will in doing good and bringing about good. Dante states the natural law position concisely and eloquently – human beings have an innate ability to grasp moral truths. The will is the capacity for rationally desiring the good. But the important thing is not to attain moral knowledge as such, but to act. One can grasp these truths and act on them without understanding them as moral knowledge. No one is more virtuous on account of understanding the natural law as a body of knowledge. Rather, all as human beings are capable of grasping the natural law as part of a common moral reason that is innate; and all human beings are perfectly capable of applying the natural law in their everyday lives. The natural law is very far from an arid intellectualism in which some abstracted reason rules on the basis of intricate definitions. The natural law is written into all human beings, and exists in the hearts and minds of all. Human beings err not through lack of knowledge, but through ignoring the law that lies within them. No one stated this point more beautifully than Dante.

Ogne forma sustanzïal, che setta 
è da matera ed è con lei unita, 
specifica vertute ha in sé colletta, 

la qual sanza operar non è sentita, 
né si dimostra mai che per effetto, 
come per verdi fronde in pianta vita. 

Però, là onde vegna lo 'ntelletto 
de le prime notizie, omo non sape, 
e de' primi appetibili l'affetto, 

che sono in voi sì come studio in ape 
di far lo mele; e questa prima voglia 
merto di lode o di biasmo non cape. 

Or perché a questa ogn' altra si raccoglia, 
innata v'è la virtù che consiglia, 
e de l'assenso de' tener la soglia. 

Quest' è 'l principio là onde si piglia 
ragion di meritare in voi, secondo 
che buoni e rei amori accoglie e viglia. 

Color che ragionando andaro al fondo, 
s'accorser d'esta innata libertate; 
però moralità lasciaro al mondo. 

Onde, poniam che di necessitate 
surga ogne amor che dentro a voi s'accende, 
di ritenerlo è in voi la podestate. 

La nobile virtù Beatrice intende 
per lo libero arbitrio, e però guarda 
che l'abbi a mente, s'a parlar ten prende." 

'Every substantial form that is at once distinct  
from matter and is, as well, united with it,  
contains its own defining disposition.  

'This is not perceived except in operation,  
nor ever demonstrated except by its effect, as,  
in a plant, the force of life by its green leaves.  

'In consequence, where we derive our knowledge  
of first principles and the inclination  
to universal objects of desire, no one knows.  

'These are innate in you just like the zeal in bees  
for making honey, and this primal inclination  
admits no positing of praise or blame.  

'So that to this will all others may conform  
there is innate in you the faculty that counsels  
and ought to guard the threshold of assent.  

'This is the principle in which is found  
the measure of your merit, as it welcomes  
and then winnows good from guilty loves.  

'Those who in their reasoning reached the root  
recognized this innate freedom  
and thus bequeathed their ethics to the world.  

'Let us posit as a given: every love  
that's kindled in you arises necessarily.  
Still, the power to constrain it lies with you.  

'That noble power is called free will by Beatrice,  
and so make sure that you remember this  




The darkness of Hell's prison can be dispelled by the light of God's grace. Dante’s firm belief in the existence of the good order, his constant affirmation of the human being’s ability to change the world for the better, rings out from the Commedia and offers an ideal which inspires hope and motivates effort, as we make it the real object of our willing. Dante, that is, challenges us to activate our innate morality. That glimpse of the highest beauty in Paradiso quickens our hearts and stirs our souls in 'the devotion to something afar from the sphere of our sorrow'. 

ma io discioglierò 'l forte legame 
in che ti stringon li pensier sottili. 

Dentro a l'ampiezza di questo reame 
casüal punto non puote aver sito, 
se non come tristizia o sete o fame: 

ché per etterna legge è stabilito 
quantunque vedi, sì che giustamente 
ci si risponde da l'anello al dito; 

Let me untie the complicated knot 
in which your over-subtle thoughts have bound you. 

'In all the ample range of this domain 
no trace of chance can find a place -- 
no more than sorrow, thirst, or hunger, 

'for all you see here is ordained by law eternal, 
so that the circling ring here fits 




The natural law is the imprint of the eternal law upon the human mind, the God given intellect which is the distinguishing characteristic of human beings, by virtue of which all human beings have an innate ability to understand moral truths. Dante challenges us to use our innate moral gift. He forces us to recognise that the problems which afflict us have their source not in God but in ourselves. 

Però, se 'l mondo presente disvia, 
in voi è la cagione, in voi si cheggia; 

'Therefore, if the world around you goes astray,  








 Lucifer as the last person in Hell 

At the bottom of Hell we find the unholy trinity traitors, Judas, Brutus and Cassius. 
At the very bottom of Hell is Lucifer, completely frozen and immobilised in ice. 

Lucifer is the last person that Dante meets in Hell. He is a huge figure who holds Brutus, Cassius, and Judas in his three massive mouths and gnaws at them relentlessly. (XXXIV, 53-67). In this graphic image, Dante wants us to understand the reality of sin in the pain it inflicts on individuals. Sin has consequences, and the most obvious characteristic of the figure of Lucifer is the pain that he inflicts throughout eternity. 

This is Dante’s lesson throughout the Comedy. The first circle of sinners proper that Dante encounters in Hell contains the lustful. Dante shows how even this mildest of sins can stain the world with blood and brings us to death (V 90 and 106). Real consequences inflicting pain follow from sin. Dante delivers this lesson incessantly on the journey through Hell. The sensitive souls who recoil from the torments and punishments that are inflicted and suffered in Hell should remember that Dante’s graphic portrayal of Hell derives from his experience of the reality of sin and its effects. Political rivalry, factionalism, disunity had rent society asunder and brought about Dante’s exile. Dante knew all about Hell on Earth and what brings it about.

Lucifer speaks no words but his actions spell out loud and clear that sin inflicts pain on others. Just as clear is the harm that sin causes to the self. Sin is the destruction of both society and the self. Lucifer was once the most perfect of God's creatures but now, in Hell, he is emptied of all personality. He is bereft of all autonomy, creativity, spontaneity. From the movement of his jaws to the beating of his wings, Lucifer’s movements are purely mechanical. He has lost even the most basic of organic, animal capacities, to the extent that he even lacks the ability to move about. Lucifer is immobilised, petrified. The moral is that egoistic assertion is the ultimate destruction of self, not its advancement. Far from furthering the interests of the person, egoistic self-assertion dissolves personhood, denying that love which quickens the spirit. Once more, we see how Dante affirms eudaimonistic happiness over and against hedonistic happiness. 

Those who expect hell-fire should remember that, in the Commedia, the Sun, which warms the Earth and brings life, is a symbol of God. To the medieval Italian, still closely dependent upon nature for sustenance, ice is barren, sterile. The life giving heat of the Sun makes the idea of Hell-fire somewhat anomalous. 

‘It is no accident that the bottom of Dante's hell is cold. The core of eternal punishment in the Commedia is not a furnace of fire but a lake of ice where sinners are frozen hard and fast forever.’ (Cary 2006: 5-36.)

Dante’s image of Hell as a frozen waste is startling in that it contradicts what is considered to be the "traditional" picture of Hell. Dante’s representation, however, is traditional in a deeply theological sense. In the traditional conception, fire is a heavenly rather than hellish metaphor. Flame rises by nature rises, heading or ascending upward to its home among the fiery stars of heaven. St Augustine conceives charity as a spiritual fire, an ardent desire which raises the soul toward God. ‘The movements of Dante's souls are governed by this metaphor of fiery charity.’

The lake of solid ice at the bottom of the universe is the logical obverse of this conception. The ascent into the warmth and the light in Heaven above is contrasted with the descent into the cold and the dark of Hell below. 

This explains the happiness of Piccarda, who is at peace in the lowest sphere of heaven by virtue of having all her desires come to rest in the highest Light of all, like fire finding its natural place in the stars. 

Ma dimmi: voi che siete qui felici, 
disiderate voi più alto loco 
per più vedere e per più farvi amici?" 

Con quelle altr' ombre pria sorrise un poco; 
da indi mi rispuose tanto lieta, 
ch'arder parea d'amor nel primo foco: 

"Frate, la nostra volontà quïeta 
virtù di carità, che fa volerne 
sol quel ch'avemo, e d'altro non ci asseta. 

Se disïassimo esser più superne, 
foran discordi li nostri disiri 
dal voler di colui che qui ne cerne; 

che vedrai non capere in questi giri, 
s'essere in carità è qui necesse, 
e se la sua natura ben rimiri. 

Anzi è formale ad esto beato esse 
tenersi dentro a la divina voglia, 
per ch'una fansi nostre voglie stesse; 

'But tell me, do you, who are here content, 
desire to achieve a higher place, where you 
might see still more and make yourselves more dear?' 

Along with the other shades, she smiled, 
then answered me with so much gladness 
she seemed alight with love's first fire: 

'Brother, the power of love subdues our will 
so that we long for only what we have 
and thirst for nothing else. 

'If we desired to be more exalted, 
our desires would be discordant 
with His will, which assigns us to this place. 

'That, as you will see, would not befit these circles 
if to be ruled by love is here required 
and if you consider well the nature of that love. 

'No, it is the very essence of this blessèd state 
that we remain within the will of God, 




The metaphor of fire and light is expressed in the movement that Dante portrays in the climb up Mount Purgatory. The climb gets easier the lighter the body becomes in being purged of sin.

Philip Cary gives a Platonic reading and focuses on the transcendence of bodily things. I would still argue the Aristotelian case that purgation entails the true fulfilment of the body, the climb becoming easier on account of the weight of sin becoming lighter through purgation. But Cary is right to emphasise transcendence.

‘And the movement depicted by the metaphor can be seen in the wonderful rule of ascent on Mount Purgatory, where the climb gets easier as you go’.

This is the law of the mountain.

Ed elli a me: "Questa montagna è tale, 
che sempre al cominciar di sotto è grave; 
e quant' om più va sù, e men fa male. 

Però, quand' ella ti parrà soave 
tanto, che sù andar ti fia leggero 
com' a seconda giù andar per nave, 
allor sarai al fin d'esto sentiero; 

And he to me: 'This mountain is so fashioned  
that the climb is harder at the outset  
and, as one ascends, becomes less toilsome.  

'When climbing uphill will seem pleasing--  
as easy as the passage of a boat  
that lets the current float it down the stream--  




In the Platonic tradition of Augustine, Philip Cary argues that ‘the closer you get to heaven the less earthly is your weight and the more like fire, ascending naturally and without effort.’

True, the ascent is a transcendence. In the Empyrean, the natural law no longer applies. Here, in the reunion with God, the world of the senses has been transcended and the distinction of male and female no longer apply. 

‘Ice and fire, immobility and ascent, weight and rest, make visible the trajectories of love in Dante's world. We need sensible metaphors for this, because love is a movement not in space but in the will, a psychological rather than corporeal dimension which we can experience and understand but cannot literally imagine. For imagination requires sensible images drawn from the world of bodily things, while the soul is a dimension of its own, altogether beyond the grasp of the senses.’ (Philip Cary). 

Thus, Cary argues, Dante employs metaphor so as to represent one dimension by the other, the bodily ascent of fire representing the love which moves souls toward God.

Cary makes a point that is absolutely crucial to understand. ‘The truth of the poem lies in the representation of will, not of bodies.’ Cary proceeds to argue that the "bodies" in the poem are only shades, whose very being is in fact impossible in the Thomistic physics to which Dante subscribed. ‘The shades are literally fictions. And they would be something worse - something like a lie - if their author did not intend us to interpret them allegorically, in full awareness of their metaphorical meaning.’ (Cary).

Thus, readers of the Commedia require the key of will to unlock Dante’s allegory. Dante cannot tell us a story about the afterlife that is true in the literal sense. Dante does not know who is really in hell or purgatory or heaven, no more than the rest of us can know. Dante expects us to know this. He issues an explicit warning to this effect, stating that we, being unable to see into the mind of God, must not try to judge who is and who isn’t in heaven.

E voi, mortali, tenetevi stretti 
a giudicar: ché noi, che Dio vedemo, 
non conosciamo ancor tutti li eletti; 

ed ènne dolce così fatto scemo, 
perché il ben nostro in questo ben s'affina, 
che quel che vole Iddio, e noi volemo." 

'And you mortals, find some restraint 
in making judgments, for we, who gaze on God, 
have yet to know all those who are elect. 

'And to us this very lack is sweet, 
because in this good is our good perfected, 




In a fundamental sense, Dante has no way of representing the experience of transcendence other than by metaphor. Human beings are bodily creatures immersed in the senses. Our senses give us knowledge through the visible, audible and tangible world around us. The problem of whether a human being is an embodied soul or an ensouled body moves on to an altogether more incomprehensible level with respect to the disembodied souls who inhabit the transcendental realm. By definition, a disembodied soul is incapable of being known by sense experience; invisible, inaudible and intangible, the disembodied soul is detached from the sensual world and, further, is incapable of having sense experiences of its own. So, as Cary concludes, if Dante is going to tell us a story about the life of souls after death, he has no option but to employ metaphor. Dante cannot and does not give us the literal truth of the transcendental realm. He gives us a poetic solution to a problem that may well be beyond theology and philosophy and science to resolve – how to portray transcendence equipped only with the tools of sense experience.

In this respect, I don’t know whether to frown at the breathtaking arrogance of scientists or merely smile at their remarkable naivety. In his book Has Science Found God (2003: 21), biologist Victor Stenger asserts boldly that ‘the empirical data and theories based on that data are now sufficient to make a scientific judgment: In high probability, a nonmaterial element of the universe exerting powerful control over events does not exist.’ In other words, the empirical methodology of science has failed to find the non-empirical basis of the universe. It seems to redundant to point out that it wouldn’t would it. It is an obvious point that Victor Stenger, for all of his scientific expertise, has missed. In the Preface, Stenger quotes Ludwig von Mises: ‘Scientific criticism has no nobler task than to shatter false beliefs.’ That, of course, applies to scientific beliefs as much as to the beliefs of any other discipline. The idea that an empirical approach to human life is the only path to truth is a belief which Dante Alighieri falsifies on every page he ever wrote. He strikes the universal chord within every heart and soul. Which is why Dante will be read long after the scientists’ claims to know the mind of God have been exposed, for the umpteenth time, as hollow.

Both Milton and Blake may have been influenced by Dante, but they possess an ambiguity with respect to good and evil where Dante is firm and straight. There is no ambiguity at all in Dante's portrayal of Lucifer as absolute evil, frozen in the depths of Hell. For Blake, God stood for a law which repressed human desires, whilst Satan represented the individual struggling to be free. Blake's sympathy was with the devil: 'The reason Milton wrote in fetters when he wrote of Angels and God, and at liberty when of Devils and Hell, is because he was a true Poet, and of the Devil's party without knowing it.' (The Four Zoas, K, p. 263.) 
Where Milton consolidated the old system, Blake smashed to proclaim an entirely new vision of the universe. Blake argued that Milton's Messiah was actually Satan, implying that the real Messiah, the tempter, was the figure that Milton understood to be the Devil. (Singer 1970: 216 217). He wrote that in elevating Reason, Milton had mistaken the figure Blake was to re-name "Urizen" for God. (To Flaxman, 12 Sept. 1800, K, p. 799.). The same reasoning also applies to Shelley, another influenced by Dante. 

Dante suffered from no such confusion. ‘The Italian poet … was not on the devil's side without knowing it. The reader will find no heroic representation of rebellion or Satan in the depths of the Inferno. The accent is on the essentially negative quality of evil, and this negation is represented by the total sterility of ice, on the one hand, which paralyses the earth and symbolizes the winter of man's soul, and by the enormous mass of matter, unredeemed by spirit, on the other.’ (Scott 1983: 272).

The way that Lucifer, the most beautiful and noble of all the angels, has been reduced to mechanical form indicates the immobilizing of personality which results from sin. Lucifer, as the greatest sinner, is utterly immobilised, doomed to spend eternity petrified in the ice of his own creation. And here he suffers the ultimate pain of isolation. (Ryan 2003). This is petrification as excommunication, severing the connection to others. Dante knew exile from others as a death sentence itself, the destruction of the social nature of a human being.





Reading Dante’s description of Hell as a lake of ice where sinners are frozen hard and fast for all eternity, I cannot help draw a parallel with sociologist Max Weber’s conception of a rationalised, bureaucratised modernity. Weber shows how the objective discharge of roles and tasks within the modern bureaucratic world proceeds according to calculable rules, ‘without regard for persons’ (Weber 1991:215). Weber conceives modern bureaucratic organisation as a ‘mechanised petrification, embellished with a convulsive self-importance’, with human beings being confined in mind, body and soul within a steel hard cage, a physical and psychic prison that continues until ‘the last ton of fossilized fuel is burnt’. (Weber 1985:181/2). Petrification means the conversion of organic material into a fossilized form. Regulated from cradle to grave in a network of disciplines, we have fossilized ourselves. Our ‘mechanised petrification’ is of our own doing, through our self-importance, our selfishness.

Weber portrays modernity as a form of Hell: 'Not summer's bloom lies ahead of us, but rather a polar night of icy darkness and hardness, no matter which group may triumph externally now. Where there is nothing, not only the Kaiser but the proletarian has lost his rights' (Weber 1970: 128). Weber thus prophesies an icy darkness and hardness for all eternity – it’s Dante’s Hell on Earth, a self-made paradise as an iron cage.






 Ascent and hope 





 The need for human and superhuman effort 
To ascend to the summit of Purgatory is an arduous task and requires both human effort and superhuman support. Dante writes of the "God-ward" pull of sacred love. Dante makes it clear that God doesn’t seek to block the path to salvation. Quite the contrary. A tear of repentance suffices to atone for a lifetime of evil. 
As Dante has Manfred say: 

"Orribil furon li peccati miei, ma la bontà infinita ha sì gran braccia, che prende ciò che si rivolge a lei".







 Purification leading to Eden – purification 

Purgatory is an intermediate realm, a realm of process and exchange, where souls are ‘purged’, cleansed of their remaining sins and spiritually reformed in preparation for their admission to Paradise proper. Purgatory is the intermediate kingdom, a kind of a rehabilitation centre. Theologians came up with the concept of Purgatory in order to give sinners a second chance at perfection. However, before Dante, Purgatory was a hazy abstraction. It took the poetic imagination of Dante to give Purgatory the universally recognized structure it has come to have in the centuries that followed. 

The ascent to Purgatory’s summit is a purification that recovers the pristine nature that was humankind’s in Eden. God created Man in his own image only for this perfect design to be "made ugly," in Dante’s words, through sin.

The gravitational, God-ward pull into levity entails the recovery of the pristine nature that characterised the pre-lapsarian condition. The ascent through Purgatory is a step by step process of purification whose end point is Eden. Purification is a reeducation and a rebirth that returns us to our first home. Reaching the end point, we return to the place of origins. Reaching God is a going home. The process is analogous to the restoration of an ancient building or a work of art, progressively removing the imperfections and impurities that have been added over time, diminishing the original value in the process. Underneath, the original splendour remains and can be revealed once more, once the extraneous accretions are stripped away. In the same manner, stripping away sin restores the original image. 

Purification leading to Eden is therefore a rebirth. That is what purgation achieves. Dante starts the ascent with seven "p"s traced on his forehead (Purgatorio XIX 112). These are the seven deadly peccata or wounds of sin that mark all human beings after the Fall. The human being has to wage an inner and outer war to overcome the body's downward pull and the will's resistance. In the step by step process of the ascent, the marks are cleansed away, levity increasing as each deadly sin is shed. In reaching the end point, Dante is reborn as a double of Adam before the Fall. 

Freed from the deadening weight of sin, reborn, Dante becomes so light as to be able to soar into the heavens: 

"lo ritornai da la santissima onda
rifatto sì come piante novella,
rinovellate di novella fronda, 
puro e disposto a salire a le stelle" 

From those most holy waters
I came away remade, as are new plants 
renewed with new-sprung leaves, 




Dante is now able to begin the ascent into the celestial Paradise.

In contrast to Hell and Paradise as eternal spheres, Purgatory is a temporal sphere, a place of time and movement. Purgation is a dynamic process in time. Souls in Purgatory are not bound for eternity but are ever on the move. They are "strangers in a strange land," pilgrims on a journey through time and space, the end point of which is the reversal of time, the erasure of sin and the restoration of the divine image.

This movement accounts for the note of urgency in Cato’s words as the Roman patriot exhorts souls to make haste to the mountain

Correte al monte a spogliarvi lo scoglio 
ch'esser non lascia a voi Dio manifesto. 

Hurry to the mountain and there shed the slough




Cato is reminding the laggard spirits that in Purgatory time is of the essence. Time is precious for the pilgrim: 

vienne oramai, ché 'l tempo che n'è imposto 
più utilmente compartir si vuole." 

come along, for the time we are allotted








Purgation is a re-education, with God schooling penitent and redeemed sinners in the virtue of humility, delivering them from the consequences of their sins (justification) but also from those sins themselves (sanctification). And so, beginning with pride, the first cornice, the sinners are purged of the vices of envy, anger, sloth, avarice, gluttony, and lust, instilled with their opposing virtues, all by God's grace at work in them.

As they ascend the mountain, they find seven cornices on which penitent and redeemed sinners are cleansed by the grace of God from the inclinations to the seven deadly sins, the inclinations which stand in the way of full harmony with the will of God. The purgation may be painful, but is eagerly embraced, since all know that it is bringing their wills into complete conformity with God. The first cornice is that of Pride. Here, the proud circle the mountain, crawling low in a position of humility, bearing heavy burdens on their backs, and praying the Lord's Prayer (with interpolations appropriate to those who are learning the Virtue of Humility). 

"O Padre nostro, che ne' cieli stai, 
non circunscritto, ma per più amore 
ch'ai primi effetti di là sù tu hai, 

laudato sia 'l tuo nome e 'l tuo valore 
da ogne creatura, com' è degno 
di render grazie al tuo dolce vapore. 

Vegna ver' noi la pace del tuo regno, 
ché noi ad essa non potem da noi, 
s'ella non vien, con tutto nostro ingegno. 

Come del suo voler li angeli tuoi 
fan sacrificio a te, cantando osanna, 
così facciano li uomini de' suoi. 

Dà oggi a noi la cotidiana manna, 
sanza la qual per questo aspro diserto 
a retro va chi più di gir s'affanna. 

E come noi lo mal ch'avem sofferto 
perdoniamo a ciascuno, e tu perdona 
benigno, e non guardar lo nostro merto. 

Nostra virtù che di legger s'adona, 
non spermentar con l'antico avversaro, 
ma libera da lui che sì la sprona. 

Quest' ultima preghiera, segnor caro, 
già non si fa per noi, ché non bisogna, 
ma per color che dietro a noi restaro." 

'Our Father, who are in Heaven, 
circumscribed only by the greater love 
you have for your first works on high,  

'praised be your name and power  
by every creature, as is fitting  
to render thanks for your sweet breath.  

'May the peace of your kingdom come to us,  
for we cannot attain it of ourselves  
if it come not, for all our striving.  

'As your angels make sacrifice to you  
of their free wills, singing hosanna,  
so let men make an offering of theirs.  

'Give us this day the daily manna  
without which he who labors to advance  
goes backward through this bitter wilderness.  

'And, as we forgive those who have wronged us,  
do you forgive us in your loving kindness--  
measure us not as we deserve.  

'Do not put to proof our powers,  
which yield so lightly to the ancient foe,  
but deliver us from him who tempts them.  

'This last petition, our dear Lord, is made  
now not for ourselves--for us there is no need--  






 Free will and moral choice – the quest for good on earth 

The Purgatorio hammers home the lessons that had been painfully learned in the Inferno. The central lesson is that moral goodness is a precondition of life with God. This key point is established by an important structural feature of Mount Purgatory, the condemnation of some souls to a period of sheer waiting on the foothills before gaining access to the terraces on which movement upward and purification proper may begin (Purgatorio I-VIII). Here, all those who were tardy in their quest for good on earth are condemned.

But God is not absent, the angels guarding against any incursion of the devil (Purgatorio VIII, 22—39). 

e vidi uscir de l'alto e scender giùe    
due angeli con due spade affocate,
tronche e private de le punte sue. 

Verdi come fogliette pur mo nate     
erano in veste, che da verdi penne     
percosse traean dietro e ventilate. 

And I saw issue from above and then descend  
two angels holding flaming swords,  
their pointed blade-tips broken off.  

Green as newly opened leaves, their garments,  
stirred and fanned by their green wings,  




God is Green, symbolising new life, and defining the reeducation of Purgatory as a rebirth of the self. God is permanently present in the process of purification. The costliness of God’s presence to the soul serves to accentuate the fundamental role that morality plays in the journey towards God. The moral is spelled out by Statius in canto XXI. ‘The soul who dies at peace with God but still marked by the sins of which he has repented (Statius explains) wishes to follow the central thrust of his being upwards towards God; but just as the soul on earth deviated from that central urge by turning aside to find happiness in finite things, so now God turns aside that upward thrust to those same finite goods, to bring home awareness of their inability to provide that happiness to be found only in God.’ (Ryan 2004: 244/5)

Prima vuol ben, ma non lascia il talento che divina giustizia, contra voglia, come fu al peccar, pone al tormento.





Christopher Ryan’s translation makes Dante’s point even clearer: “Certainly [the soul] before [being freed] wishes [to mount higher], but it is not allowed to do so by its desire, which divine justice, against [the soul's] will, sets to suffering as once it had turned to sin.” (Ryan 2003: 146/7). 

Purgation is not simply punishment for illicit delight; above all, it is a learning process, the burning away of the residue of illicit desire through coming to experience its futility. 

The lesson is slowly revealed during the pilgrim's voyage of self-discovery until it becomes clear: men and women are utterly responsible for the choices he and she makes, particularly in the realm of love (Purgatorio XVI-XVIII).


Dante Meditating the Episode of Francesca da Rimini and Paolo Malatesta Joseph Noel Paton

 Francesca and moral responsibility 
In Francesca, Dante creates one of the most outstanding heroines of literature. She and her lover Paolo Malatesta were contemporary figures, having died between 1275 and 1300. Paolo had been in Florence in Dante's youth (1282-3), whilst Francesca's father was there in 1285. Dante spent his last days at the court of Francesca's nephew, the Lord of Ravenna. Alongside the figures of classical antiquity, mythology and politics, Dante introduced real men and women whose experiences were tangible, adding a basic humanity to the story. Dante's genius was to invest universality with a tangible humanity; he creates figures with whom it is easy to empathise. At the same time, he invests provincial figures and events with universal significance.









In the journey of self-discovery, Dante learns the crucial lesson that each human being is utterly responsibility for the choices that he or she makes. And nowhere does this apply more than in the realm of love. Purgatorio XVI-XVIII delivers lesson after lesson concerning moral failure.

per che la gente, che sua guida vede 
pur a quel ben fedire ond' ella è ghiotta, 
di quel si pasce, e più oltre non chiede. 

Ben puoi veder che la mala condotta 
è la cagion che 'l mondo ha fatto reo, 
e non natura che 'n voi sia corrotta. 

'The people, then, who see their leader lunge  
only at the good for which they themselves are greedy,  
graze on that and ask for nothing more.  

'As you can plainly see, failed guidance  
is the cause the world is steeped in vice,  




Examples could be multiplied, but the point is made – to be human is to have total moral responsibility with respect to choices made on earth. Such moral choice makes a place either a Heaven or a Hell.

The God made present throughout the pain suffered in Purgatory is the God of justice. But another God is revealed to Dante, as other aspects of the divine nature are unveiled. God is revealed to be the source of human nature, a nature in which He delights. Questioned by Dante on the point, Marco Lombardo attributes the seemingly universal absence of virtue on earth to the abuse of free choice. He explains this point by tracing the power of free choice to the creator's gift of the human mind, a power which is superior to the power of all other finite things (Purgatorio XVI, 65—90). Human beings have the capacity to bring about the universal rule of virtue on earth, should they so choose as moral beings. 

In Spiritual Capital, Danah Zohar and Ian Marshall write: ‘The trouble is that most of us don’t think. We just avoid choice and let things unfold, content to go through our lives as sleepwalkers, or as bits of flotsam in the stream of events. In the course of this we allow a lot of harm to be done and leave a lot of good undone… Yet this avoidance of choice is a deeper denial of our humanity than actively to choose the bad. Our humanity is defined by our ability to choose between right and wrong. Not to choose at all is to deny this essence…. it is neither naïve nor utopian to believe that our world could be a better place. It is we who must make it so.’ (Zohar and Marshall 2004: xi).

That’s the lesson that Dante delivers. Dante emphasises the moral freedom that constitutes being human throughout the Commedia. Indeed, moral power forms the central theme of his work as a whole. God requires our active cooperation in bringing about the good life. We find the good in ourselves, in others and in the world and proceed to act to make the world a better place and ourselves better people in the process.

Dante is a do-gooder to the core. To fail to do good is to allow evil to thrive. Being good and doing good are part of the same entity. Being is being, an active process in which essence is actualised in existence. The Supreme Goodness not only makes human beings good, it enjoins them to draw out their inner goodness and manifest it in the outer world.

Lo sommo Ben, che solo esso a sé piace, fé l'uom buono e a bene, e questo loco diede per arr' a lui d'etterna pace. 





Dante thus reconciles the problem of Providence and human freedom, physical determinism and free will. Human beings are moral beings. The quest for God is a drawing out of the innate moral law in each and all. In searching for God, human beings achieve moral freedom, their greatest gift and power. Human beings have moral responsibility.

Voi che vivete ogne cagion recate         
pur suso al cielo, pur come se tutto         
movesse seco di necessitate.        

Se così fosse, in voi fora distrutto         
libero arbitrio, e non fora giustizia         
per ben letizia, e per male aver lutto.         

Lo cielo i vostri movimenti inizia;         
non dico tutti, ma, posto ch'i' 'l dica,        
lume v'è dato a bene e a malizia,        

e libero voler; che, se fatica         
ne le prime battaglie col ciel dura,        
poi vince tutto, se ben si notrica.        

A maggior forza e a miglior natura         
liberi soggiacete; e quella cria         
la mente in voi, che 'l ciel non ha in sua cura.        
Però, se 'l mondo presente disvia,        
in voi è la cagione, in voi si cheggia; 

'You who are still alive assign each cause  
only to the heavens, as though they drew  
all things along upon their necessary paths.  

'If that were so, free choice would be denied you,  
and there would be no justice when one feels  
joy for doing good or misery for evil.  

'Yes, the heavens give motion to your inclinations.  
I don't say all of them, but, even if I did,  
you still possess a light to winnow good from evil,  

'and you have free will. Should it bear the strain  
in its first struggles with the heavens,  
then, rightly nurtured, it will conquer all.  

'To a greater power and a better nature you, free,  
are subject, and these create the mind in you  
the heavens have not in their charge.  
'Therefore, if the world around you goes astray,  






The opening of the second cantica forms a compete contrast with the pit of Hell. Dawn symbolises resurrection, the soul's renewal. It’s the return of Hope! Love is in the air! Lucifer has been replaced by Venus, “The fair planet that emboldens love” (Lo bel pianeto che d'amar conforta) and which lights up the whole eastern sky (Purgatorio, I, 13-27). 

Dolce color d'orïental zaffiro, 
che s'accoglieva nel sereno aspetto          
del mezzo, puro infino al primo giro,        

a li occhi miei ricominciò diletto,        
tosto ch'io usci' fuor de l'aura morta         
che m'avea contristati li occhi e 'l petto.

Sweet color of oriental sapphire, 
hovering in the calm and peaceful aspect 
of intervening air, pure to the horizon,  

pleased my eyes once more 
as soon as I had left the morbid air 




The beauties of God's creation are visible, pointing to the joy and the perfection of Eden that awaits at the top of the mountain. But the gaze of the eye is not enough. Purgatorio is an allegory of the active life. Four stars symbolize the cardinal virtues originally given to the human race. These must now be reconquered by the individual. The fact that the pilgrim and the other souls can only ascend during daylight reveals the process of purification as a co-operation between the soul's free will and God's grace. The theological virtues take over at nightfall (Purgatorio VIII, 89-93). 

In De Monarchia, Dante writes of the two goals set by Divine Providence. The first concerns 'the happiness attainable in this life, which consists in the fulfilment of all man's faculties and is represented by the earthly paradise'. (De Monarchia (III, xvi, 7). This is the ultimate end for Aristotle. It is complete human fulfilment within the earthy sphere and is something which must be sought under the guidance of the emperor, who is in turn guided by philosophy. For St Thomas Aquinas, this is preparation for the ultimate end, beatitude and the union with God. The earthly end is important in itself but is even more so as a preparation for the ultimate end. The quest for God is therefore also the quest for freedom and justice in this world. The role of the emperor is to safeguard freedom so as to enable human beings to quest for God without hindrance. The Good and Just society entails a political order which enables human beings to make a free moral choice. Moral truth exists. At the top of the mountain, Virgil tells Dante that his will is 'free, true and whole'. In Dante’s holistic conception of the good, human beings have moral freedom to appreciate and live the truth. Human beings need to make an active decision to attain it.

  rebirth – the sweet harmony of sacred song 

Movement is the key feature of Purgatory, and it gets underway to the sound of the sweet harmony of sacred song.

Da poppa stava il celestial nocchiero, 
tal che faria beato pur descripto; 
e più di cento spirti entro sediero. 

"In exitu Isräel de Aegypto" 
cantavan tutti insieme ad una voce 
con quanto di quel salmo è poscia scripto. 

At the stern stood the heavenly pilot--  
his mere description would bring to bliss.  
And more than a hundred souls were with him.  

'In exitu Isräel de Aegypto'  
they sang together with one voice,  




"In exitu Israel de Aegypto" ("When Israel went out of Egypt," (Psalm 113) is sung by souls who are themselves embarking on an exodal journey, crossing over from the world of the living to begin the ascent up Mount Purgatory, on their way to the summit. The biblical theme runs throughout. The Miserere (Psalm 50) is chanted "a verso a verso" ("verse by verse", ‘line by line’) in canto V 22-24; the hymn Te lucis ante is sung as part of a twilight mass (Purgatorio VIII 13); the Te Deum laudamus rings out as the pilgrim, intent on a ‘new sound’ (primo tuono) passes through St Peter's gate (Purgatorio IX 139-141). Dante translates and glosses the Lord's Prayer in the opening lines of canto XI.

"O Padre nostro, che ne' cieli stai, 
non circunscritto, ma per più amore 
ch'ai primi effetti di là sù tu hai, 

laudato sia 'l tuo nome e 'l tuo valore 
da ogne creatura, com' è degno 
di render grazie al tuo dolce vapore. 

Vegna ver' noi la pace del tuo regno, 
ché noi ad essa non potem da noi, 
s'ella non vien, con tutto nostro ingegno. 

Come del suo voler li angeli tuoi 
fan sacrificio a te, cantando osanna, 
così facciano li uomini de' suoi. 

Dà oggi a noi la cotidiana manna, 
sanza la qual per questo aspro diserto 
a retro va chi più di gir s'affanna. 

E come noi lo mal ch'avem sofferto 
perdoniamo a ciascuno, e tu perdona 
benigno, e non guardar lo nostro merto. 

Nostra virtù che di legger s'adona, 
non spermentar con l'antico avversaro, 
ma libera da lui che sì la sprona. 

Quest' ultima preghiera, segnor caro, 
già non si fa per noi, ché non bisogna, 
ma per color che dietro a noi restaro." 

'Our Father, who are in Heaven, 
circumscribed only by the greater love 
you have for your first works on high,  

'praised be your name and power  
by every creature, as is fitting  
to render thanks for your sweet breath.  

'May the peace of your kingdom come to us,  
for we cannot attain it of ourselves  
if it come not, for all our striving.  

'As your angels make sacrifice to you  
of their free wills, singing hosanna,  
so let men make an offering of theirs.  

'Give us this day the daily manna  
without which he who labors to advance  
goes backward through this bitter wilderness.  

'And, as we forgive those who have wronged us,  
do you forgive us in your loving kindness--  
measure us not as we deserve.  

'Do not put to proof our powers,  
which yield so lightly to the ancient foe,  
but deliver us from him who tempts them.  

'This last petition, our dear Lord, is made  
now not for ourselves--for us there is no need--  








 Poetry and Art as ennobling pursuits with a built in transcendental potential 

The wealth of sacred songs, hymns and biblical texts in the Purgatorio does not imply the denigration of secular and/or pagan poetry and art, quite the reverse. The sacred and secular complement each other, with Virgil continuing to act in the role of guide. 

Dante’s Purgatory is the natural realm of artists and friends. The encounters with the musician Casella (Purgatorio II 91-133), Belacqua (Purgatorio IV 123-139), the poet Sordello (Purgatorio VI 71-75) exhibit amity. Similarly, the rivalry of the artistic reputations of Giotto and Cimabue in the temporal sphere is shown to matter nothing in eternity. The theme is one of common purpose, peace and reconciliation, but under the species of eternity, not of time. The arts are of time.

Di tal superbia qui si paga il fio; 
e ancor non sarei qui, se non fosse 
che, possendo peccar, mi volsi a Dio. 

Oh vana gloria de l'umane posse! 
com' poco verde in su la cima dura, 
se non è giunta da l'etati grosse! 

Credette Cimabue ne la pittura 
tener lo campo, e ora ha Giotto il grido, 
sì che la fama di colui è scura. 

Così ha tolto l'uno a l'altro Guido 
la gloria de la lingua; e forse è nato 
chi l'uno e l'altro caccerà del nido. 

Non è il mondan romore altro ch'un fiato 
di vento, ch'or vien quinci e or vien quindi, 
e muta nome perché muta lato. 

Che voce avrai tu più, se vecchia scindi 
da te la carne, che se fossi morto 
anzi che tu lasciassi il 'pappo' e 'l 'dindi,' 

pria che passin mill' anni? ch'è più corto 
spazio a l'etterno, ch'un muover di ciglia 
al cerchio che più tardi in cielo è torto. 

'For such pride here we pay our debt.  
I would not be here yet, except, while living,  
and with the means to sin, I turned to God.  

'O vanity of human powers,  
how briefly lasts the crowning green of glory,  
unless an age of darkness follows!  

'In painting Cimabue thought he held the field  
but now it's Giotto has the cry,  
so that the other's fame is dimmed.  

'Thus has one Guido taken from the other  
the glory of our tongue, and he, perhaps, is born  
who will drive one and then the other from the nest.  

'Worldly fame is nothing but a gust of wind,  
first blowing from one quarter, then another,  
changing name with every new direction.  

'Will greater fame be yours if you put off  
your flesh when it is old than had you died  
with pappo and dindi still upon your lips  

'after a thousand years have passed? To eternity,  
that time is shorter than the blinking of an eye  




There is a natural connection between artistic activity and endeavour and purgation. Aristotle employs the term pathos with respect to destructive or painful action, like the death or wounding that takes place in a tragedy, with pathos as part of a plot involving reversal and discovery, a change of fortune or the recognition of what one has done or who someone really is. Aristotle also uses pathos to describe feeling or emotion, both in the Ethics and in the Poetics. Aristotle employs pathos in relation to katharsis, indicating the purification of the calamitous acts and not (just) the catharsis of the emotions. (Edel 1982 ch 20). There is controversy as to whether by katharsis Aristotle means purgation or purification (Shields 2007 ch 10). Barnes distinguishes "katharsis" used in Greek as referring in one instance to purgation in a medical context texts, and in the second instance where it refers to purification in a religious context. ‘Does Aristotle mean that tragedy rids us of our emotions, or that it refines our emotions? No text gives us a clear answer to the question, and we may wonder whether either answer is particularly plausible as an account of the effect of tragedy on its audience.’ (Barnes in Barnes ed 1995: 278). 

The important point to establish here is that the Aristotelian conception of  katharsis has a direct bearing on purgation as purification via aesthetic sensibility and activity. Aesthetics and ethics are closely bound together, but as an attempt to escape mortality in body through immortality in the creation. The aesthetic appreciation of life indicates a yearning on the part of the human creator to transcend temporality and the expurgation implied by death. Dante refutes the vanity of this aesthetic aspiration in emphatic terms. He has Oderisi da Gubbio, illuminist and painter of miniatures – a craft of appropriate scale expressing humilitas – caution that artistic and poetic renown is but a transitory and ephemeral phenomenon. The words are emphatic: 

La vostra nominanza è color d'erba, 
che viene e va, e quei la discolora 
per cui ella esce de la terra acerba." 
E io a lui: "Tuo vero dir m'incora 
bona umiltà, e gran tumor m'appiani; 

'Your renown is but the hue of grass, which comes  
and goes, and the same sun that makes it spring  
green from the ground will wither it.'  
And I to him: 'Your true words pierce my heart  




And with this humility, the pilgrim can set off in pursuit of that which alone endures. 

Dante, an amateur of the arts, greets Nino Visconti and Forese Donati as friends. Dante is pleased to find them in safety. (Purgatorio VIII 48-97). Of even greater significance than this meeting of old friends, however, is Dante’s insistence on the complete originality of his 'sweet new style’ (dolce stil novo Purgatorio XXIV 57). 

Io veggio ben come le vostre penne 
di retro al dittator sen vanno strette, 
che de le nostre certo non avvenne; 

'I clearly understand that your pens follow  
faithfully whatever Love may dictate,  




Dante explicitly attributes his poetic inspiration to his discovery of the gratuitous nature of love. As the Christian loves God, so too must the poet love - not for the prospect of any extraneous reward but as an expression of that 'new song' which heralds the rebirth of the individual.

The quest for God is the quest for unconditional love. 

Ma dì s'i'veggio qui colui che fore 
trasse le nove rime, cominciando 
'Donne ch'avete intelletto d'amore.'" 

E io a lui: "I' mi son un che, quando 
Amor mi spira, noto, e a quel modo 
ch'e' ditta dentro vo significando." 

'But tell me if I see before me  
the one who brought forth those new rhymes  
begun with Ladies that have intelligence of love.'  

And I to him: 'I am one who, when Love  
inspires me, take note and, as he dictates  




'I am one, who when Love moves me, note down, and what he dictates within I signify' (Purgatorio, XXIV, 52-4).

Dante’s ‘new song’ is poetry of renewal and rebirth.

In contrast to Hell and Paradise, Purgatory is full of artists, poets (like Sordello, Statius, and Bonagiunta), writers, illuminators (like Oderisi da Gubbio) and musicians (like Casella), people who were this-worldly creators. The very wealth of such creators indicates that Dante conceived art to be an ennobling activity, that is, a worldly pursuit with an inherent transcendental potential. The location in Purgatory, however, emphasises the fact that art alone insufficient for the attainment of true nobility and falls short of complete fulfilment. To fulfil their potential and achieve social and spiritual rebirth, works of art and the artists who create them must be anchored in the full artistry of the sacred Word. Dante affirms that God is both artist and artificier, human activity bringing creator and creation together. Without that connection, art and artists can go astray.

Dante integrates poetics and politics in civilization's renewal. On the slopes of Mount Purgatory, the rebuilding of the body politic coincides with the reuniting of the Latin literary family. The ancient Latin poets Virgil and Statius are brought together and joined with their successors, Dante, Guido Guinizzelli, Bonagiunta da Lucca, and Arnaut Daniel, vernacular "Latin" writers who played a creative role in the rebirth of literary language during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. (Schnapp 2003: 199). The "rebirth" that Dante envisages incorporates the rise of a new vernacular Latinity and the regeneration of individuals or communities, within an expansive conception of the nature and function of all human art in purgation and purification.

e canterò di quel secondo regno 
dove l'umano spirito si purga 
e di salire al ciel diventa degno. 

Ma qui la morta poesì resurga, 
o sante Muse, poi che vostro sono; 

Now I shall sing the second kingdom,  
there where the soul of man is cleansed,  
made worthy to ascend to Heaven.  

Here from the dead let poetry rise up, 








Ultimately, however, poetry is not enough, art is not enough. The aesthetic sensibility needs to be supplemented.

Virgil exemplifies both the power and the limitation of art. In cantos 21 and 22 of the Purgatorio, Statius, the Latin poet and author of the Thebaid and Achilleid, bears witness to the salvific power of Virgil's poetry. 

Al mio ardor fuor seme le faville, 
che mi scaldar, de la divina fiamma 
onde sono allumati più di mille; 

de l'Eneïda dico, la qual mamma 
fummi, e fummi nutrice, poetando: 
sanz' essa non fermai peso di dramma. 

'The sparks that kindled the fire in me  
came from the holy flame  
from which more than a thousand have been lit--  

'I mean the Aeneid. When I wrote poetry  
it was my mamma and my nurse.  




Statius informs us that he was cured of the sin of prodigality by misreading book 3 of the Aeneidthat.

E se non fosse ch'io drizzai mia cura, 
quand'io intesi là dove tu chiame, 
crucciato quasi a l'umana natura: 

'Per che non reggi tu, o sacra fame 
de l'oro, l'appetito de' mortali?', 
voltando sentirei le giostre grame. 

Allor m'accorsi che troppo aprir l'ali 
potean le mani a spendere, e pente'mi 
così di quel come de li altri mali. 

Quanti risurgeran coi crini scemi 
per ignoranza, che di questa pecca 
toglie 'l penter vivendo e ne li stremi! 

'And had I not reformed my inclination  
when I came to understand the lines in which,  
as if enraged at human nature, you cried out:  

'"To what end, O cursèd hunger for gold,  
do you not govern the appetite of mortals?"  
I would know the rolling weights and dismal jousts.  

'Then I learned that we can spread  
our wings too wide with spending hands,  
and I repented that and other sins.  

'How many more will have to rise again, hair shorn  
through ignorance, which takes away repentance  




Statius misread Virgil’s denunciation of the avarice of humankind, "quid non mortalia pectora cogis, I auri sacra fames!" (""To what end, O cursèd hunger for gold, do you not govern the appetite of mortals?", Aeneid 3, 56-57), as a call to curb his excess spending. 

Statius then declares that it was thanks to Virgil's fourth Eclogue that his poetic apprenticeship coincided with his conversion to Christianity.

Ed elli a lui: "Tu prima m'invïasti 
verso Parnaso a ber ne le sue grotte, 
e prima appresso Dio m'alluminasti. 

Facesti come quei che va di notte, 
che porta il lume dietro e sé non giova, 
ma dopo sé fa le persone dotte, 

quando dicesti: 'Secol si rinova; 
torna giustizia e primo tempo umano, 
e progenïe scende da ciel nova.' 
Per te poeta fui, per te cristiano: 

And the other answered him: 'It was you who first  
set me toward Parnassus to drink in its grottoes,  
and you who first lit my way toward God.  

'You were as one who goes by night, carrying  
the light behind him--it is no help to him,  
but instructs all those who follow--  

'when you said: "The centuries turn new again.  
Justice returns with the first age of man,  
new progeny descends from Heaven."  




As a result, Statius found the faith, ‘that faith without which good works fail.’ (Purgatorio XXII 59-60). (la fede, sanza qual ben far non basta). 

The tale of Statius' conversion to Christianity is designed to establish the point that pagan and/or secular poetry can supply models of moral rectitude, can remedy sin, and can enliven and enlighten in a spiritual sense. Even more, non-Christian poetry can prophesy events such as the coming of Christ, and has a salvific power for readers. However, this is not enough to ensure an author's salvation, a point which applies whether the author is a Christian or a pagan. It is for this reason that Virgil, however much his works would light the way for those who follow, must walk in the darkness. Virgil cannot see his own message of hope and is therefore an outsider in the second realm. Everyone making the ascent up Mount Purgatory is homeward bound, except for Virgil, who is condemned to eternal exile.

Virgil's tragedy is fundamental both to the structure and meaning of the Purgatorio. Whatever Dante’s evident sympathy, there was never a chance that Virgil could be saved. Virgil functions as a transitional figure in the Commedia. His brief was stated clearly by Beatrice in Inferno II as to lead the pilgrim to another guide. Mission accomplished at the summit of Mount Purgatory, Dante is fully reformed and restored, crowned and mitred. Dante no longer requires Virgil’s guidance.

Non aspettar mio dir più né mio cenno; 
libero, dritto e sano è tuo arbitrio, 
e fallo fora non fare a suo senno: 
per ch'io te sovra te corono e mitrio." 

'No longer wait for word or sign from me.  
Your will is free, upright, and sound.  
Not to act as it chooses is unworthy:  




Dante is now able to follow the dictates of his own will, which is pronounced "libero, dritto e sano" ("free, upright and whole," 27, 140). The pilgrim could not have come this far without Virgil's guidance. Now, however, the apprenticeship is over and Virgil is powerless and see no further into the future.

e disse: "Il temporal foco e l'etterno 
veduto hai, figlio; e se' venuto in parte 
dov' io per me più oltre non discerno. 

and said: 'The temporal fire and the eternal  
you have seen, my son, and now have come to a place  




Dante now needs the "beautiful eyes of Beatrice if he is to see further and go further on his journey to beatitude.

Vedi lo sol che 'n fronte ti riluce; 
vedi l'erbette, i fiori e li arbuscelli 
che qui la terra sol da sé produce. 

Mentre che vegnan lieti li occhi belli 
che, lagrimando, a te venir mi fenno, 
seder ti puoi e puoi andar tra elli. 

'Look at the sun shining before you, 
look at the fresh grasses, flowers, and trees 
which here the earth produces of itself.  

'You may sit down or move among these 
until the fair eyes come, rejoicing, 






 Farewell to Virgil 

Virgil has continually mentioned Beatrice throughout the journey, to encourage Dante and keep his spirits up. Finally, Dante, still guided by Virgil, is met by Beatrice when he reaches the top of the mountain. Here sees her in person. Her role is to prepare Dante for his journey through Heaven. 

Virgil takes Dante to the fire and promises that it would not harm a hair on his head, even should he stay in it for a hundred years. It is not clear whether Virgil walks through the fire with Dante. He greets him on the other side with these words:

"Il temporal foco e l'etterno
veduto hai, figlio; e se' venuto in parte 
dov' io per me più oltre non discerno

"You have seen the temporal fire and the eternal, 
my son, and you have come to where I, 
by myself, can see no farther."

[Purgatorio 27.127-29; trans. Merwin)]

It is now that Virgil bids Dante farewell:

“Non aspettar mio dir più né mio cenno; 
libero, dritto e sano è tuo arbitrio,
e fallo fora non fare a suo senno 
per ch'io te sovra te corono e mitrio."

"Expect no further word or sign from me. Your own will is whole, upright, and free, and it would be wrong not to do as it bids you, therefore I crown and mitre you over yourself." (Purgatorio 27.139-42; trans. Merwin)

Virgil can guide Dante no more. This is Dante's achievement, to have attained a greater justice than earthly political justice. In getting to wear the crown that Henry was promised, Dante becomes the emperor of himself rather than of people.

volsimi a la sinistra col respitto 
col quale il fantolin corre a la mamma
quando ha paura o quando elli è afflitto,

per dicere a Virgilio: "Men che dramma di sangue 
m'è rimaso che non tremi: 
conosco i segni de I'antica fiamma."

I turned to my left with the confidence  
a child has running to his mamma  
when he is afraid or in distress  

to say to Virgil: 'Not a single drop of blood  
remains in me that does not tremble--  




Dante quotes Virgil’s own words to him. The line "conosco i segni de I'antica fiamma" is the line from the Aeneid that Dido speaks when she acknowledges that she is falling in love with Aeneas. This is the love, antica fiamma, that pulses through Dante's veins for Virgil, for Beatrice, for God. Dante is on his way to Paradise, but here he must part company with Virgil. 

Ma Virgilio n'avea lasciati scemi di se, Virgilio dolcissimo patre, Virgilio a cuiper mia salute die'mi;
ne quantunque perdeo Vantica matre, valse a leguance nette di rugiada che, lagrimando, non tornasser atre.

But Virgil had left us, he was no longer there among us, Virgil, most tender father, Virgil to whom I gave myself to save me,
nor did all that our ancient parent had lost have any power to prevent my dew-washed cheeks from running dark with tears.
[Purgatorio 30.49-54; trans. Merwin]

Not even in the Aeneid, his own poem, does Virgil reach bliss. Souls go through purgation only to re-enter their bodies. In Hell, Aeneas asks his dead father why the souls pray for rebirth: who would choose to suffer again, even in "their mad longing for the light?" (Aeneid 6.719-21) Aeneas’ father can give no convincing answer.

Dante has outgrown his need for Virgil’s guidance. Virgil is the embodiment of natural virtue and artistry and hence does not have access to the Christian revelation, the divine Logos. His task has been to lead Dante to Beatrice, whose beauty is the radiance of celestial love and wisdom. This task has been fulfilled. 

Dante is born as he takes his leave of Virgil. This is the first and last time that Dante’s name occurs in the poem. Beatrice appears to scold Dante:

"Dante, perche Virgilio se ne vada, non pianger anco, non piangere ancora; chepianger ti convenper ultra spada."

"Dante, though Virgil's leaving you, do not yet weep, do not weep yet; you'll need your tears for what another sword must yet inflict."

[Purgatorio 30.55-57; trans. Mandelbaum]

Beatrice makes Dante weep for having put distractions between them.

Dante's tears are the homage he pays Virgil. Beatrice’s words echo Virgil's own in Georgics, Book 4 (525-27). Here, the poet Orpheus's voice is heard, calling the lost Eurydice, repeating her name three times down the stream. Treading on a serpent, Eurydice is bitten and dies. Orpheus goes down into the underworld in order to bring her back. Hades agrees to Orpheus’ request on one condition: if Orpheus turns around, Eurydice will vanish for good. And, of course, ascending to the upper levels of the underworld, on the brink of freedom, Orpheus turns and Eurydice vanishes. 

Dante’s verses recall that tragic separation to parallel his own wrenching away from Virgil. But, as Gorni puts it, in order not to lose Beatrice, Dante has no choice but to lose Virgil. (Gorni, introduction to Vita nuova, p. xxviii.)

‘Dante, do not weep, do not weep, do not weep’. Beatrice’s words to Dante are a rebuke. For Virgil, Orpheus’ repetitions of the three E's of Eurydice's are the persistent echo of weeping. Beatrice, however, calls Dante to a higher vision of himself. Although Dante has travelled through Hell and Purgatory to find her, Beatrice is unimpressed. Rather than weep for Virgil, Dante should cry for how Beatrice died. Dante had loved Beatrice when she was a beautiful young woman, but now she is dust. Yet the body is always between dust, transitory, ephemeral. Beatrice is even more beautiful now that Dante can see her soul, a soul that will never die. In writing his love poems, Dante had worshipped the body of Beatrice and did not see her true value. There is an eternal beauty which is raised above the things of the ordinary senses. This is the divine vision. Beatrice’s admonishments reveal Dante's own faith that such art as is contained in his poem is meant for God's eye and that God is paying attention. Such a vision is not visible from below and cannot be seen by the common senses of things. The journey to the higher levels has to be made. (Gragnolati 2005).

Hearing his name spoken by Beatrice, Dante remembers that he is Dante, not Virgil. He is Dante for whom, unlike Virgil, death is not the end of things. In seeing Beatrice brought back to life, Dante finds his soul. This is the movement at the heart of the poem, the search for the soul ending in the recovery of the soul. Facing Beatrice as soul rather than body, Dante sees his own soul. The moment indicates the truth of St Augustine’s view that the love of self and the love of God are one and the same love, the only love possible for human beings. In Canto XII 13 of Paradiso, Dante writes of  ‘The love that makes me beautiful’. "L'amor che mi fa bella”.

Virgil could light the way for Dante, but only by illuming the path behind. Beyond this point, Virgil is lost in the gloom. Virgil’s tragedy is to have given way to sorrow, thus preventing the transformatory pleasure of love. Virgil can save Dante, but he cannot save himself.

" Facesti come quei che va di notte, 
che porta il lume dietro e sé non giova, 
ma dopo sé fa le persone dotte ..."





The light was useless to Virgil, (true) to himself, but made those who followed wise. 
Virgil is not sure that there is a God, let alone a God that can answer his prayers and return his love. "Di, si qua est coelo pietas, quae talia curet"—"Gods, if there is some piety in heaven which cares for such things . . ." 

There is a hollowness to Virgil’s art, a sense of illusion and ultimate futility of things.

"… there are tears for things; here too, things mortal touch the mind. Forget your fears; this fame will bring you some deliverance." He speaks. With many tears and sighs he feeds his soul on what is nothing but a picture."
(Aeneid 1.655-59; trans. Mandelbaum)

Virgil’s existence is a kind of suspension. "Without hope we live in desire." Dante affirmed an ultimate reality beyond things. He can escape being absorbed in temporal, transitory desire by a vision of eternal beauty.





 The shift from Virgil to Beatrice as the shift from time to eternity, the natural to the supernatural – the Earthly Paradise 

The ascent to the summit of Mount Purgatory is marked by the shift from Virgil's once "discerning gaze" to Beatrice's "beautiful eyes." This transition encapsulates the key dynamic of the Commedia, the movement from time to eternity, from nature to the supernatural, from material to immaterial beatitude. (Bergin 1967). The changeover is effected by means of three backward glances, acknowledging the powers of Virgil's art, its limitations, and the transcendence of Virgilianism to attain a Christian concept of literary art. (Bickersteth 1951).

The first occurs when Matelda, the dancing and singing maiden who greets the pilgrim in Eden, reveals that:

Quelli ch'anticamente poetaro
l'eta de l'oro e suo stato felice,
forse in Parnaso esto loco sognaro.
 
Qui fu innocente l'umana radice;
qui primavera sempre e ogne frutto;
nettare è questo di che ciascun dice.

'Those who in ancient times called up in verse the Age of Gold and sang its happy state dreamed on Parnassus of perhaps this very place. 




This is the Earthly Paradise as the seedbed of the universe, but also as the poetic signbed. It is a dream fulfilled, the eudaimonistic place which has served as a universal resource for poets, the happy land in which everything sings out in rhyme and unison, a living sacred hymn (a psalm) crafted by God. (Schnapp 2003: 202/3). This was the model, Matelda tells us, which Virgil had presented in the form of a poetic dream in his Georgics and Eclogues. The Eclogues (42-37 BC) are a collection of 10 pastoral poems, envisioning local tranquillity and world peace; the Georgics (37–30 BC) anticipate a Golden Age in the form of immediate practical goals designed to rehabilitate the land wasted by civil wars. Add the Aeneid and its celebration of the Roman unification of the world by Augustus as a divinely ordained necessity, and the extent to which Dante has incorporated Virgil’s prophetic vision into his own vision of Paradise.

Matelda’s disclosure causes Dante to turn around and see that his fellow poets had listened to her words on the ancients’ poetic dream with a smile (XXVIII 145-47). Plato had banned poets from his ideal state, and ever since poets have been denounced as the peddlers of lies. "Not I," is Dante’s firm and clear response to the accusation. In Dante’s universe, God Himself is a poet. The pagan myth of the Golden Age reveals a sacred truth. In chapter II, section i of the Convivio, Dante highlighted the power of poetry by way of a contrast between the "allegory of the poets" and the "allegory of the theologians." Whilst the latter is both literally and figuratively true, the former possesses a double nature. It presents "una veritade ascosa sotto bella menzogna". ‘Hidden beneath the cloak of these fables .. is a truth hidden beneath a beautiful fiction." 

Thus Ovid says that with his lyre Orpheus tamed wild beasts and made trees and rocks move toward him, which is to say that the wise man with the instrument of his voice makes cruel hearts grow tender and humble and moves to his will those who do not devote their lives to knowledge and art; and those who have no rational life whatsoever are almost like stones.

[Il Convivio II i 3]

The first backward glance thus underscores the continuity between human and divine artistry. The second glance (canto 29, 55), however, emphasises that while poetic "lies" or "dreams" may indeed lead you to the Garden, you can only cross over into Eden if the poetic dream is illumined by Christian Truth. This is essentially what separates Dante from Virgil.

Dante defines his purpose as 'to make shadow substance', to 'incarnate' and 'body forth' the truth of fiction. This purpose can be realized only by God, the verace autore (Paradiso XXVI, 40). The message is delivered by means of a ‘Triumph’, an apocalyptic pageant, in which, following an immense candelabra that paints the heavens with the colours of the rainbow, the whole of the Bible, book by book, parades before the pilgrims' eyes. The revelation that the Bible is the only absolute source of literary authority opens up a distance between Dante and Virgil. At best, other books may find their prophetic promises fulfilled in the Bible. Dante thus views the Aeneid as a sort of pagan book of Exodus. At worst, other books are shown to contain empty promises.

Watching the spectacle from within the Garden, Dante feels "d'ammirazion pieno." He is "full of wonder" (Purgatorio XXIX, 55). Outside the Garden, Virgil is "carco di stupor non meno". (Purgatorio XXIX 57). Hollander translates this as "no less charged with amazement." The point, however, is that Virgil is "charged with stupor”. There is a contrast concealed within the syntactical parity: Dante is "full of wonder," but Virgil is "burdened", “charged”; Dante feels admiration, but Virgil is stupefied. Dante is to be included in the spectacle, Virgil is being left behind. (Schnapp 2003).

In the end, Virgil is doomed for having come so close to the truth, but failing to fully appreciate his own revelations and act upon them. Virgil confesses that he acquired faith only after death. ‘Virgil remains among "le genii antiche ne I'antico errore" because he will not trust his own inspired recognitions. He sets to sublime verse but does not act upon the revelations of the Sibyl in his Fourth Eclogue. At the close of the Paradiso, Anchises' prevision of the Augustan golden age translates into Beatrice's prediction of life everlasting. At some level, the actual writer of this Roman prophecy failed his own clairvoyance. (Steiner 2001: 80). 





Having made the climb through Purgatory, Dante is ready to make the biggest climb of all.

rifatto sì come piante novelle 
rinovellate di novella fronda, 
puro e disposto a salire a le stelle. 

I came away remade, as are new plants 
renewed with new-sprung leaves, 














Paradiso is the third part of the Comedy. It takes the form of a homecoming. Dante, with Beatrice at his side, ascends from the peak of Mount Purgatory to the first of the heavens. 

 Dante as universal traveller, explorer and discoverer 

Dante is a traveller, an explorer, a discoverer for whom knowledge is a form of self-knowledge. His terrain is both the inner and the outer landscape, traversing both and connecting the pathways of the universe so that we may all follow.

The second canto of the Paradiso opens with the challenge:

O voi che siete in piccioletta barca,
desiderosi d'ascoltar, seguiti 
dietro al mio legno, che cantando varca, tornate a riveder li vostri liti:
non vi mettete in pelago, ché forse, perdendo me, rimarreste smarriti. 
L'acqua ch'io prendo già mai non si corse.





An alternate translation of that last line reinforces the point that Dante is an explorer, a discoverer: “The seas I sail were never sailed before.” But Dante’s exploration is not merely physical. Centuries before the Age of Discovery, Dante had explored the most interesting landscape of all – the inner landscape. Dante is an astral traveller who plummets the psychic depths of human experience. That might not make scientific sense, but it makes moral sense. And, ultimately, that’s what mattered most to Dante. (Thompson 1974).


The Barque of Dante 1822 Delacroix

Pensa, lettor, se quel che qui s'inizia 
non procedesse, come tu avresti 
di più savere angosciosa carizia; 

Merely consider, reader, if what I here begin 
went on no farther, how keen would be 




This ‘craving to know more’ applies as much as anything to Dante's influences and how his theological, philosophical and political interests fashion his meaning. What draws us in is the evident poetic imagination at work. The many layered structure of the Comedy, with the complex interimbrication of philosophical themes, political and historical references and images, is designed to stimulate and sustain the desire to know more. 

But Dante’s Barque is to be distinguished clearly from a mad and vain pursuit of knowledge for its own sake, something which denotes intellectual pride and arrogance. This becomes clear in what Dante has to say about Ulysses.

 Ulysses and the journey to spiritual home 
Dante’s introduction of the figure of Ulysses underscores basic theme of the poem as a journey. Dante charges human beings with a duty to return to the Creator; life on earth is a quest to reach their spiritual home. This is the true mission of the pilgrim in the Comedy. Dante plays out the whole drama of Exodus on three spiritual levels: 

allegorically signifying 'our redemption through Christ’; tropologically, 'the soul's conversion from the wretchedness of sin to a state of grace'; and anagogically, 'the departure of the sanctified soul from the bondage of corruption to the freedom of eternal glory'. 

Dante sets out this scheme in the Epistle to Cangrande, and it encompasses the structure and pattern of the poem as a whole. 





Dante the pilgrim encounters Ulysses in the eighth 'pouch' of the circle of Fraud. (Inferno XXVI 56-90). 

gittò voce di fuori e disse: "Quando 
mi diparti' da Circe, che sottrasse 
me più d'un anno là presso a Gaeta, 
prima che sì Enëa la nomasse, 
né dolcezza di figlio, né la pieta 
del vecchio padre, né 'l debito amore 
lo qual dovea Penelopè far lieta, 
vincer potero dentro a me l'ardore 
ch'i' ebbi a divenir del mondo esperto 
e de li vizi umani e del valore; 

it brought forth a voice and said: 'When I 
'took leave of Circe, who for a year and more 
beguiled me there, not far from Gaëta, 
before Aeneas gave that name to it, 
'not tenderness for a son, nor filial duty 
toward my agèd father, nor the love I owed 
Penelope that would have made her glad, 
'could overcome the fervor that was mine 
to gain experience of the world 




And, full of fervor, Ulysses ‘set forth upon the ocean deep’, in pursuit of virtue and knowledge (Inferno XXVI 100-120). 
Dante condemns Ulysses for his dereliction of duty as king of Ithaca and leader of men. Ulysses pursues virtue and knowledge with a fervor that takes him away from his prior duty and blinds him to justice. 

John Scott suggests certain structural correspondences and oppositions between Ulysses and Aeneas, enemies engaged in a providential struggle at Troy. Whereas Ulysses typified the guile and eloquence of the Greeks, Virgil praised Aeneas’ pietas, accenting the Roman sense of duty and justice. On a providential mission, Aeneas strives and eventually succeeds in surmounting his personal desires to finally reach Italy, his predestined goal. In contrast, Ulysses, rather than returning to his family and kingdom on Ithaca, abandons his duty to others in order to pursue virtue and knowledge; detached from justice, these take the form of insatiable inquisitiveness and intellectual pride. Ulysses’ error is to pursue virtue and knowledge to the neglect of the limitations placed on human experience and exploration. Dante’s Ulysses is a man of overweening intelligence and pride who transgresses the boundaries of knowledge. It is a tale in which reason is pushed to extremes and becomes irrational. Ulysses’ voyage ends in disaster within sight of the Mountain of Eden.

quando n'apparve una montagna, bruna 
per la distanza, e parvemi alta tanto 
quanto veduta non avëa alcuna. 

Noi ci allegrammo, e tosto tornò in pianto; 
ché de la nova terra un turbo nacque 
e percosse del legno il primo canto. 

Tre volte il fé girar con tutte l'acque;
a la quarta levar la poppa in suso 
e la prora ire in giù, com' altrui piacque, 
infin che 'l mar fu sovra noi richiuso." 

'when we could see a mountain, distant, 
dark and dim. In my sight it seemed 
higher than any I had ever seen. 

'We rejoiced, but joy soon turned to grief: 
for from that unknown land there came 
a whirlwind that struck the ship head-on. 

'Three times it turned her and all the waters 
with her. At the fourth our stern reared up, 
the prow went down -- as pleased Another -- 




Dante gives us another Fall of man, the result of man's inordinate pride and rebellion against God, rebellion against the natural order and against limits. Medieval illustrations of Aeneas leading his aged father and young son to safety would have thrown Ulysses' desertion of Laertes and Telemachus in sharp relief.

As a good Aristotelian, Dante would have known that Ulysses’ pursuit of virtue to the extreme of pride is the very antithesis of Aristotle’s concept of virtue. For Aristotle, virtue is the right course of action, a golden mean between extremes of behaviour. This mean doesn’t mean the middle ground in any simple sense. Sometimes the right thing to do is stand and fight, sometimes the right thing to do is to flee. Aristotle is not proposing a middle way between bravery and cowardice, but appropriate action. Dante’s own experience elucidates the point. In the beginning of his journey, Dante is overcome by cowardice.

"S'i' ho ben la parola tua intesa," 
rispuose del magnanimo quell' ombra, 
"l'anima tua è da viltade offesa; 

la qual molte fïate l'omo ingombra 
sì che d'onrata impresa lo rivolve, 
come falso veder bestia quand' ombra. 

'If I have rightly understood your words,' 
replied the shade of that great soul, 
'your spirit is assailed by cowardice, 

'which many a time so weighs upon a man 
it turns him back from noble enterprise, 




But to be free from this fear does not mean going to the other extreme of reckless and irresponsible bravery. Virtue allows a person to tread a path of moderation between extremes. The opposite to the pilgrim's pusillanimity is Ulysses' 'mad flight'.

e volta nostra poppa nel mattino, 
de' remi facemmo ali al folle volo, 
sempre acquistando dal lato mancino. 

'And, having set our stern to sunrise, 
in our mad flight we turned our oars to wings, 




The ‘mad flight’ crashes to disaster within sight of the Mount of Eden. Ulysses offers an example of virtue and knowledge pushed to the extremes of mad desire and insatiable hunger. It is Aeneas's magnanimity which demonstrates true virtue, something which allows him to descend to the underworld (Inferno II 13-27). 




 Transformative visionary experience 

The journey throughout the Paradiso is a transformatory existential experience that leads the pilgrim through the visible heavens to the invisible heaven, the Empyrean, where transformation is finally completed. Throughout his journey, Dante gives the reader glimpses of the blessedness which is within the reach of all. The journey is very much an existential experience, yielding a singular wisdom which is won the hard way. Dante constantly insists that we can only understand what lies behind his world through our own experience: "this passing beyond humanity ['trasumanar'] cannot be set forth in words ['per verba']: therefore let the example suffice any for whom grace reserves that experience." 

Trasumanar significar per verba 
non si poria; però l'essemplo basti 
a cui esperïenza grazia serba. 

To soar beyond the human cannot be described 
in words. Let the example be enough to one 




Dante is asserting the power of example over the power of words. That inimitable experience is a promise with which Dante seeks to inspire the desire for the condition of blessedness, the ultimate end for human beings. 

Doubting the possibility of mounting the heavens (Paradiso 1, 96—99), Dante is reminded by Beatrice that all beings have their origin in God, and all seek by a God-given instinct to return to that original source. 

Ond' ella, appresso d'un pïo sospiro,
li occhi drizzò ver' me con quel sembiante 
che madre fa sovra figlio deliro,

e cominciò: "Le cose tutte quante
hanno ordine tra loro, e questo è forma
che l'universo a Dio fa simigliante. 

Qui veggion l'alte creature l'orma 
de l'etterno valore, il qual è fine 
al quale è fatta la toccata norma. 

Ne l'ordine ch'io dico sono accline 
tutte nature, per diverse sorti,
più al principio loro e men vicine; 

onde si muovono a diversi porti 
per lo gran mar de l'essere, e ciascuna 
con istinto a lei dato che la porti. 

Questi ne porta il foco inver' la luna; 
questi ne' cor mortali è permotore; 
questi la terra in sé stringe e aduna; 

Then she, having sighed with pity, 
bent her eyes on me with just that look 
a mother casts on her delirious child,

and said: 'All things created have an order
in themselves, and this begets the form
that lets the universe resemble God.

'Here the higher creatures see the imprint
of the eternal Worth, the end
for which that pattern was itself set forth.

'In that order, all natures have their bent
according to their different destinies, 
whether nearer to their source or farther from it.

'They move, therefore, toward different harbors
upon the vastness of the sea of being,
each imbued with instinct that impels it on its course. 

'This instinct carries fire toward the moon, 
this is the moving force in mortal hearts, 




This God-ward movement is a natural law which governs all rational beings. Beatrice thus emphasizes the urgency with which rational human nature is moved to seek and attain the final goal, the Empyrean itself, being carried towards it like an arrow fired a power aiming towards a joyful goal.

questi la terra in sé stringe e aduna; 
né pur le creature che son fore 
d'intelligenza quest' arco saetta, 
ma quelle c'hanno intelletto e amore. 

La provedenza, che cotanto assetta, 
del suo lume fa 'l ciel sempre quïeto 
nel qual si volge quel c'ha maggior fretta; 

e ora lì, come a sito decreto,
cen porta la virtù di quella corda 
che ciò che scocca drizza in segno lieto. 

'This bow impels not just created things 
that lack intelligence, but also those 
that have both intellect and love. 

'Providence, which regulates all this, 
makes with its light forever calm the heaven 
that contains the one that whirls with greatest speed, 

'and there now, as to a place appointed, 
the power of that bowstring which,  




This inner movement is common to all human beings as rational beings. It is this inner movement that Beatrice energises in Dante as he sets off, ‘set free from every hindrance’, (privo d'impedimento), no longer weighed down by the impediment of sin (I 139/40). Beatrice also emphasises that, although this inner movement is God-given, it requires the individual's cooperation if the final goal is to be attained (I 127—35). That sense of cooperation pervades cantos 3—5.

It is significant that Beatrice praises free will in the highest terms, as a gift from God, the greatest of God’s gifts, the gift which gives the human being the greatest likeness to God. 

"Lo maggior don che Dio per sua larghezza 
fesse creando, e a la sua bontate 
più conformato, e quel ch'e' più apprezza, 

fu de la volontà la libertate; 
di che le creature intelligenti, 
e tutte e sole, fuoro e son dotate. 

Or ti parrà, se tu quinci argomenti, 
l'alto valor del voto, s'è sì fatto 
che Dio consenta quando tu consenti; 

ché, nel fermar tra Dio e l'omo il patto, 
vittima fassi di questo tesoro, 
tal quale io dico; e fassi col suo atto. 

Dunque che render puossi per ristoro? 
Se credi bene usar quel c'hai offerto, 
di maltolletto vuo' far buon lavoro. 

'The greatest gift that God in His largesse 
gave to creation, the most attuned 
to His goodness and that He accounts most dear, 

'was the freedom of the will: 
all creatures possessed of intellect, 
all of them and they alone, were and are so endowed. 

'Now will be clear to you, reasoning from this, 
the lofty worth of vows, as long as they are such 
that God consent when you consent. 

'For when man makes a pact with God, 
this treasure, as I have suggested, then becomes 
the sacrificial pledge, an action freely chosen. 

'What, then, may you render in its place? 
If you think of doing good with what you've offered, 








Having missed the reference of direct creation, Dante wonders at the impermanence which marks the created world.

Or per empierti bene ogne disio, 
ritorno a dichiararti in alcun loco, 
perché tu veggi lì così com' io. 

Tu dici: 'Io veggio l'acqua, io veggio il foco, 
l'aere e la terra e tutte lor misture 
venire a corruzione, e durar poco; 

e queste cose pur furon creature; 
per che, se ciò ch'è detto è stato vero, 
esser dovrien da corruzion sicure.' 

'Now, to satisfy each of your desires, 
I go back to clarify one point, 
that you may understand it just as I do. 

'You say: "I see water, I see fire, air, 
and earth -- and all their combinations --  
become corrupted, lasting only briefly. 

'"And yet these things were created, 
so that, if what was said is true, 




Created things corrupt and last only briefly. That impermanence troubles Dante. Beatrice puts his mind to rest.

Creata fu la materia ch'elli hanno; 
creata fu la virtù informante 
in queste stelle che 'ntorno a lor vanno. 

L'anima d'ogne bruto e de le piante 
di complession potenzïata tira 
lo raggio e 'l moto de le luci sante; 

ma vostra vita sanza mezzo spira 
la somma beninanza, e la innamora 
di sé sì che poi sempre la disira.  

E quinci puoi argomentare ancora 
vostra resurrezion, se tu ripensi 
come l'umana carne fessi allora 
che li primi parenti intrambo fensi." 

'Created was the matter that is in them, 
created, the informing power 
in these stars that wheel about them. 

'The soul of every beast and every plant 
is drawn from a complex of potentials 
by the shining and the motion of the holy lights. 

'But supreme goodness breathes life in you, 
unmediated, and He so enamors your soul 
of Himself that it desires Him forever after. 

'From this you may, in consequence, deduce  
your resurrection, if you but recall 
how then your flesh was made 




It is never too late to become the person you could once have become. The Incarnation restores to humankind the possibility of coming to fulfil its deepest urge, to attain immediate knowledge and love of the God who has directly created it. Christopher Ryan argues that Dante's journey through the heavens couples Creation and Incarnation as the two sources of the human being's fulfilment. Approaching the end of the journey, Christ, for the one and only time in the Paradiso, becomes an actor (albeit indirectly) in the drama. Dante links Christ and Creation in the procession of saints He is leading to the Empyrean - the Christian dispensation and the natural order. (Ryan 2003). 

e Bëatrice disse: "Ecco le schiere 
del trïunfo di Cristo e tutto 'l frutto 
ricolto del girar di queste spere!" 

And Beatrice said: 'Behold the hosts 
of Christ in triumph and all the fruit 










 Dante’s psychic astronomy 
Dante’s vision is an informed one, taking in the latest intellectual advances of the day. His study of 'philosophy' embraces ethics religion, but also the best that the world of science has to offer. Mathematics and astronomy are of particular importance to Dante. The importance of numbers and number-symbolism is apparent in almost every verse he composed. Mathematics also enabled Dante to make astronomical calculations. Dante loved the stars and ended each of the books of the Comedy with the word ‘stars’. There’s nothing unusual about a poet being inspired by the stars. But Dante was also a student of the science of astronomy, both in itself and also for what it offered the poetic imagination. As the ancient thinker Cassiodorus had suggested, astronomy, the mathematics of the stars, could "lift minds aloft, even unto the stars." But it could also shape and change perceptions, move and sway. Dante’s achievement is to have put light and love together to create a psychology of the stars. 

Dante employed light in its three forms. Lux is light "in itself," light as originating from the sun. This light penetrated to the depths of the earth to form minerals and sow the seeds of life. Lumen is the light that travels through space. Splendour is the light which bounced off objects, colour, the light of Paradise. Integrating the three kinds of light, Dante gave us the greatest form of light.

To those with ordinary vision, light is backdrop, "becoming material in all the diversity imposed upon it by the resistance of matter." Dante was blessed with a vision greater than things visible at the surface level and took in more light and gave us a visible universe of the tangible and the intangible. Dante followed up the insights that the art of light generated in the new field of optics. In the reflection of curved mirrors, the world of things could change shape. 

Dante ends all three books of the Comedy with the stars: stelle. (Inf XXXIV 139; Pur XXXIII 145; Paradiso XXXIII 145). The word stelle means heavenly bodies, both stars and planets. Dante has astronomical knowledge of heavenly bodies, referring to them by name and constellation. But they are also a source of awe and wonder. Stars are jewels, torches, flames, immortal nymphs [Purg. IX.4; Purg. VIII.89; Par. XXIII.26]. There are countless examples in the Comedy.

As in the calm full moon, when Trivia smiles,
In peerless beauty, 'mid th' eternal nympus,
That paint through all its gulfs the blue profound
In bright pre-eminence so saw I there,
O'er million lamps a sun, from whom all drew
Their radiance as from ours the starry train:
And through the living light so lustrous glow'd
The substance, that my ken endur'd it not.

By their light, stars make Heaven more beautiful. The joy of the angels is expressed in the shining of the stars:

e 'l ciel cui tanti lumi fanno bello, 





"The angels, O my brother! and this clime
Wherein thou art, impassible and pure,
I call created, as indeed they are
In their whole being.  But the elements,
Which thou hast nam'd, and what of them is made,

Are by created virtue' inform'd: create
Their substance, and create the' informing virtue
In these bright stars, that round them circling move

The soul of every brute and of each plant,
The ray and motion of the sacred lights,
With complex potency attract and turn.

But this our life the' eternal good inspires
Immediate, and enamours of itself;
So that our wishes rest for ever here.

The vision is one of being, potency, virtue and the eternal good.

Reading the sacred books is like the light that comes from many stars.

Da molte stelle mi vien questa luce;        
ma quei la distillò nel mio cor pria 
che fu sommo cantor del sommo duce. 

'This light comes down to me from many stars, 
but he who first instilled it in my heart 




Faith gleams like a star in the sky [Par. XXIV 14] and Truth itself dawns upon the mind like a star appearing in Heaven:

e come stella in cielo il ver si vide. 




One sole eternal Godhead, of whose love
All heav'n is mov'd, himself unmov'd the while.
Nor demonstration physical alone,

Or more intelligential and abstruse,
Persuades me to this faith; but from that truth
It cometh to me rather, which is shed

Through Moses, the rapt Prophets, and the Psalms.
The Gospel, and that ye yourselves did write,
When ye were gifted of the Holy Ghost.

In three eternal Persons I believe,
Essence threefold and one, mysterious league
Of union absolute, which, many a time,

The word of gospel lore upon my mind
Imprints: and from this germ, this firstling spark,
The lively flame dilates, and like heav'n's star




In the Purgatorio, daylight comes to banish the last 'trembling' star - 'par tremolando mattutina Stella' (Purg. XII 90).

Whilst Dante writes poetically of the ‘starry train’, his interest in the stars is not simply contemplative in relation to their heavenly beauty. There is all of this but so much more in Dante. Dante is scientifically informed. In the Comedy, Dante calls Aristotle ‘the Master of those who know’, 'l maestro di color che sanno.’ (Inferno IV 131). And Dante follows Aristotle’s arrangement of knowledge. For Aristotle, a science is noble in proportion to the nobility of its subject and the certainty of its conclusions. Astronomy is a noble science on both counts: its subject is the movement of the Heavens, and its certainty is perfect [Conv. II.xiv.244—7].

“Consequently, since the Galaxy is an effect of those stars which we cannot see, except that we understand these things by their effects, and Metaphysics treats of the primal substances, which we likewise cannot understand except by their effects, it is clear that the Starry Heaven bears a great resemblance to Metaphysics.”

Dante quotes Solomon, who calls all sciences queens, friends and handmaids, ‘but this one he calls perfect because it makes us see truth perfectly, in which our souls find rest.’

It is worth examining the astronomical knowledge which Dante drew upon. (for Dante's astronomy see Orr 1956; Lewis 1964; Simek; Lewis 2008: 370.)

The astronomers of Alexandria had calculated that the time taken by the sun to pass from one vernal (spring) equinox to the other was 365 days, five hours, forty-eight minutes, forty-five seconds. Yet, for all of the accuracy of their calculations, the Alexandrian astronomers continued to believe that the earth was the centre of the universe, and that the sun revolved around it. Aristarchus of Samos (280 bc) was the first to suggest that the earth revolved around the sun. But the view was neglected. This neglect may not make scientific sense, but it makes psychic sense. Human beings are earth centred creatures. We are geocentric beings. We may look up to the Sun, we may even worship the Sun. But our feet, even our vision, are on the ground. The medieval mind was vertiginous. From earth, the lowest point in the universe, medieval men and women looked upwards. The universe itself was finite. 'To look up at the towering medieval universe is much more like looking at a great building' (than it is like our looking into 'space'). (Lewis 1964; Simek; Orr 1961: 131.)

Dante’s universe was the Ptolemaic one. It was a geocentric universe in which a central and spherical earth was surrounded by a series of hollow, transparent globes, each larger than the one below. Within each of these spheres is a luminous body, a planet, which gives the sphere its particular character. In order from the Earth is the Moon, Mercury, Venus, the Sun, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn. Beyond the sphere of Saturn is the Stellatum to which belong all the fixed stars. Beyond the Stellatum is a sphere called the First Movable, the Primum Mobile. In De Caelo Aristotle wrote that 'outside the heaven there is neither place nor void nor time'. Christianity thought of this place as caelum ipsum, the 'very heaven', full of God. Few would dare to venture beyond the Primum Mobile. This is precisely what Dante did in the Comedy. 

In addition to the science, Dante shared the belief that the planets influence earthly events. Medieval astronomy was not sharply differentiated from astrology. Dante invokes the stars to bring justice and righteousness upon earth three times in the Purgatorio.

giusto giudicio da le stelle caggia 
sovra 'l tuo sangue, e sia novo e aperto, 
tal che 'l tuo successor temenza n'aggia! 

may the just sentence falling from the stars  
upon your blood be strange enough and clear  




Dante tackles his old adversary of greed in the second instance.

Maladetta sie tu, antica lupa,         
che più che tutte l'altre bestie hai preda 
per la tua fame sanza fine cupa! 

O ciel, nel cui girar par che si creda 
le condizion di qua giù trasmutarsi, 
quando verrà per cui questa disceda? 

May you be cursed, you age-old wolf,  
who take more prey than any other beast  
to feed your bottomless appetite!  

O heavens, whose wheels transmute  
the state of those on earth, as some believe,  




Bottomless appetite!! The hedonistic treadmill we are seduced into endlessly walking. Dante is a traveller of much greater dimensions, physical and psychological. He ends in anticipation of a time of final justice.

ch'io veggio certamente, e però il narro,
a darne tempo già stelle propinque, 
secure d'ogn' intoppo e d'ogne sbarro, 

nel quale un cinquecento diece e cinque, 
messo di Dio, anciderà la fuia 
con quel gigante che con lei delinque. 

'For I see clearly and do thus declare:  
stars already near at hand promise us a time  
safe from all delay, from all impediment,  

'when a Five Hundred Ten and Five,  
sent by God, shall slay the thieving wench  




Through the stars, God shaped the destinies of human beings on earth. God manifests His will through the movements of the stars. 

"The virtue and motion of the sacred orbs,
As mallet by the workman's hand, must needs
By blessed movers be inspir'd.  This heaven,

Made beauteous by so many luminaries,
From the deep spirit, that moves its circling sphere,
Its image takes an impress as a seal:

And as the soul, that dwells within your dust,
Through members different, yet together form'd,
In different pow'rs resolves itself; e'en so

The intellectual efficacy unfolds
Its goodness multiplied throughout the stars;




In these bright stars, that round them circling move




The stars are the hammers, the earth is the metal.

Lo moto e la virtù d'i santi giri,
come dal fabbro l'arte del martello, 
da' beati motor convien che spiri; 

'The motion and the power of the holy wheels 
must be derived from the blessèd movers, 




They are the seals, the earth is the wax.

e 'l ciel cui tanti lumi fanno bello,
de la mente profonda che lui volve 
prende l'image e fassene suggello. 

'And the heaven made fair by all these lights 
takes its stamp from the intellect that makes it turn, 




Things generated, which the heav'nly orbs
Moving, with seed or without seed, produce.
Their wax, and that which molds it, differ much:

And thence with lustre, more or less, it shows
Th' ideal stamp impress: so that one tree
According to his kind, hath better fruit,

And worse: and, at your birth, ye, mortal men,
Are in your talents various.  Were the wax
Molded with nice exactness, and the heav'n

In its disposing influence supreme,
The lustre of the seal should be complete:
But nature renders it imperfect ever,

The Church did not condemn astrology so much as the belief in prophecy insofar as it went beyond divine revelation. The Church also condemned the veneration of the stars or planets as gods. To derive any deterministic view from astrology would amount to contradicting the assertion of free will, the key attribute which constitutes moral dignity and freedom of the human species. For the Bible to be true, human beings must have a moral autonomy from physical necessity. This is the realm of moral choice, the exercise of which makes human beings human. Human beings are free to accept or reject the love of God. Exercising that freedom is what moral growth is all about, human beings growing to their full stature. In writing of the ‘intellectual powers, that move these stars’, Dante affirms moral autonomy against any physical determinism. Human beings are not shaped passively by the stars but are equipped with the power to move.





 Power Divine 
Dante was involved in politics as a practising politician. But Dante’s practice concerned more than the usual politics of the ins and the outs, the familiar struggle over power in its most immediate, narrow and ephemeral of aspects. Dante is more concerned with power in its divine and, indeed, most profoundly human sense. ‘O power divine!’

He writes of the ‘intellectual powers, that move these stars.’ ‘Intelligence and power, unsever'd bond.’

O gentle glitter of eternal beam!
With what a such whiteness did it flow,
O'erpowering vision in me!  But so fair,
So passing lovely, Beatrice show'd,

Mind cannot follow it, nor words express
Her infinite sweetness.  Thence mine eyes regain'd
Power to look up, and I beheld myself,

Sole with my lady, to more lofty bliss
Translated: for the star, with warmer smile




Dante was as interested in humanity and Earth as any Aristotelian naturalist, but his philosophic power, moral depth and grasp of abstract ideas gave him a transcendent sense of heavenly light. I wish to pursue the metaphor of light with respect to Dante. Dante offers ‘the way of truth and life’, to quote from The Divine Comedy, a poem whose central theme is the ascent into the light.




 Into the Light 

Questo sarà quello pane orzato del quale si satolleranno migliaia, e a me ne soverchieranno le sporte piene. Questo sarà luce nuova, sole nuovo, lo quale surgerà là dove l'usato tramonterà, e darà lume a coloro che sono in tenebre ed in oscuritade, per lo usato sole che a loro non luce. 

This commentary shall be that bread made with barley by which thousands shall be satiated, and my baskets shall be full to overflowing with it. This shall be a new light, a new sun which shall rise where the old sun shall set and which shall give light to those who lie in shadows and in darkness because the old sun no longer sheds its light upon them.

[Convivio (I, xiii, 12)]

Dante's Inferno portrays a terrible world, a world of hatred, greed, cruelty and suffering. But Dante’s vision reaches beyond these basic sins of humanity to access the goodness that inheres within nature. Flowers, animals, birds, Dante’s vision is teeming with life. As we progress through the Purgatorio, Dante achieves moments of disembodied bliss which are transcendent. Dante’s powers of observation indicate that he is no mere spectator but participates in all he sees.

‘Over and over again in the Purgatorio one finds evidence of Dante's wonderful powers of observation. The poet is first of all according to the etymology of the word a creator, one who gives life to the figments of his imagination so that we recognize them as vital manifestations of human genius, but is also the seer, the man who sees deeper into things and sees more of them than anyone else. Ordinarily Dante is considered by those who do not know him as not having been an observer of things human and around him in life. There are passages in his works, however, that entirely refute this. It must not be thought, however, that Dante's quality as an observer was limited to the actions of human beings. His capacity to see many other things is amply manifested in his great poem. Even the smallest of living things, that would surely be thought beneath his notice, became the subject of similes that show how much everything in nature interested the spirit of genius. The passage with regard to the ants has often been quoted, and is indeed a surprising manifestation of nature study at an unexpected time and from an entirely unanticipated quarter. Dante saw the souls of those who were so soon to enter into the realm of blessedness, and who were already in the last circle of purgatory, greeting each other with the kiss of peace and his picturesque simile for it is 

così per entro loro schiera bruna          
s'ammusa l'una con l'altra formica, 
forse a spïar lor via e lor fortuna. 

just as, within their dark-hued files,  
one ant will put its face up to the other's,  




As for the birds, Dante’s pages are full of comparisons of birds with the divine. Birds are celestial, they are of the heavens. Dante writes of ‘the heavenly bird’, (‘l'uccel divino’, Purgatorio II 38), ‘the bird of Jove’ (‘l'uccel di Giove’, Purgatorio XXXII 112). But Dante is a keen observer of birds in their natural state. ‘His pages are full of references to them and all of his bird similes are couched in terms that show how sympathetically observant he was of their habits and ways. He knows their different methods of flying in groups and singly, he has observed them on their nests and knows their wonderful maternal anxiety for their young, and describes it with a vividness that would do credit to a naturalist of the modern time who had made his home in the woods. Indeed some of his figures taken from birds constitute examples of the finest passages of poetic description of living nature that have ever been written. The domestic animals, moreover, especially the cat and the dog, come in for their share of this sympathetic observance, and he is able to add greatly to the vividness of the pictures he paints by his references to the well-known habits of these animals. It is no wonder that the tradition has grown up that he was fond of such pets and possessed several of them that were well-known to the early commentators on his poems, and the subject of no little erudition.
‘Nothing escaped the attention of this acute observer in the world around him, and over and over again one finds surprising bits of observation with regard to natural phenomena usually supposed to be quite out of the range of the interest of medieval students generally, and above all of literary men of this Middle Age. Alexander Von Humboldt calls attention in a well-known passage in his Cosmos to the wonderful description of the River of Light in the Thirtieth Canto of the Paradiso.

"I saw a glory like a stream flow by,
In brightness rushing and on either shore
Were banks that with spring's wondrous hues might vie.

And from that river living sparks did soar,
And sank on all sides in the flowerets' bloom,
Like precious rubies set in golden ore.

Then, as if drunk with all the rich perfume,
Back to the wondrous torrent did they roll,
And as one sank another filled its room."  

Humboldt explains this as follows, with a suggestion that deserves to be remembered.

"It would almost seem as if this picture had its origin in the poet's recollection of that peculiar and rare phosphorescent condition of the ocean in which luminous points appear to rise from the breaking waves, and, spreading themselves over the surface of the waters, convert the liquid plain into a moving sea of sparkling stars."

When we reach Paradise, we move from the lower regions to the higher regions, from darkness to light. We move from nature to supernature. For Dante, light is the symbol of the spiritual life, and Paradiso contains beautiful, poetic descriptions of the transcendent effects of light. 

The Commedia makes countless references to light. ‘How in thine intellect already shines, The light eternal.’ ‘But light transparent--did I summon up, Genius, art, practice--I might not so speak.’ ‘Now, if thy mind's eye pass from light to light’. Dante writes of ‘eternal light’, ‘And radiance, light with light accordant.’ 

Come la carne glorïosa e santa 
fia rivestita, la nostra persona 
più grata fia per esser tutta quanta;

per che s'accrescerà ciò che ne dona 
di gratüito lume il sommo bene,
lume ch'a lui veder ne condiziona;

onde la visïon crescer convene, 
crescer l'ardor che di quella s'accende, 
crescer lo raggio che da esso vene.  

'When we put on again our flesh, 
glorified and holy, then our persons 
will be more pleasing for being all complete, 

'so that the light, granted to us freely 
by the Highest Good, shall increase, 
the light that makes us fit to see Him. 

'From that light, vision must increase, 
and love increase what vision kindles, 




Dante writes of the light of dawn, light on the sea, the light on leaves in spring. These poetic descriptions are the part of Dante which resonate most with people. They are, however, metaphors, an attempt to make a vision of divine order and heavenly beauty comprehensible to our earth-bound senses. Dante’s approach is comparable to Aquinas who, unable to see God directly, adopts an analogical approach. Whilst we cannot say what God is, we can say what God is like. In Dante, God is the Sun and the light.

He, whose transcendent wisdom passes all,
The heavens creating, gave them ruling powers
To guide them, so that each part shines to each,
Their light in equal distribution pour'd.

By similar appointment he ordain'd
Over the world's bright images to rule.




Dante’s use of the light, therefore, is not simply for poetic effect. The Sun symbolises God and the light is a divine light that allows us to see the goodness inherent in all things.

E già la vita di quel lume santo rivolta s'era al Sol che la rïempie come quel ben ch'a ogne cosa è tanto. 





‘Paradise is suffused with light—the light of presence and mutual recognition. Here light and life are identical. Light makes every person alive, rendering us visible and present to one another. Hell is the place of darkness where solitude reduces each of the damned to the ultimate terror of self-reference. Hell's darkness is not passive. It is passive-aggressive and hides active and resentful resistance to the light of life. In hell there is an eclipse of real content, palpable presence. Light in this heavenly sense is not the optical phenomenon. It is the revelation of the face of God. There is a heavenly progression: light, revelation, communion. Light reveals communion as the purpose of the journey. The divine light reveals how all things are related one to another. The drama of the soul's choice comes to an end with Dante choosing to participate in the glory that was his from the beginning. For Dante, of course, communion was supremely symbolized in the sacrament of Holy Communion, the Mass. Human beings are most truly themselves in this sacrament: the whole human family gathered around one table at a feast of communion.’ (Jones 1995: 168-169).

Dante’s vision is transcendent in the purest sense. That is, the transcendental as something outside of sense experience: ‘The light, outshining far our earthly beam.’ There comes a point when words fail us and we can only proceed by way of analogy. Here, we part company with empiricists, existentialists and pragmatists. They don’t know what they are missing.

Into the heav'n, that is unbodied light,
Light intellectual replete with love,
Love of true happiness replete with joy,
Joy, that transcends all sweetness of delight.

Here shalt thou look on either mighty host
Of Paradise; and one in that array,




My guide and I did enter, to return
To the fair world: and heedless of repose
We climbed, he first, I following his steps,

Till on our view the beautiful lights of heav'n
Dawn'd through a circular opening in the cave:






 Astronomical time markers – the sun as guide 
Much of Dante’s astronomy is symbolic. For instance, the constellations that appear in Purgatorio I 23—24 and VIII 89—90 represent the four cardinal and three theological virtues. 

a l'altro polo, e vidi quattro stelle 
non viste mai fuor ch'a la prima gente. 

on the other pole, I saw four stars 




E 'l duca mio: "Figliuol, che là sù guarde?" 
E io a lui: "A quelle tre facelle 
di che 'l polo di qua tutto quanto arde." 

Ond' elli a me: "Le quattro chiare stelle 
che vedevi staman, son di là basse, 
e queste son salite ov' eran quelle." 

And my leader: 'Son, what are you staring at?' 
And I replied: 'At those three torches 
with which this pole is all aflame.'  

'The four bright stars you saw this morning,' 
he said, 'are low upon the unseen sky 




In the main, however, Dante’s astronomical references function as time markers recording the precise movements of the sun in relation to the pilgrim's position on the mountain. ‘Purgatory's pilgrims measure out their sojourns in the same units that the living do their existences: units defined by the daily and annual circling of the stars and planets. As a result, astronomical references abound in Dante's account of his spiral ascent as nowhere else in the Commedia.’ (Scnapp 2003: 197).

This is Dante’s own theory of relativity. Dante’s psychic astronomy, however, is firmly grounded in liturgical traditions which associate the Sun with divine guidance, sunrise with resurrection, and nightfall with death. Virgil is uncertain on Purgatory’s terrain, and this is reflected in the extent to which the classical poet appeals to the Sun.

"O dolce lume a cui fidanza i' entro 
per lo novo cammin, tu ne conduci," 
dicea, "come condur si vuol quinc' entro. 

Tu scaldi il mondo, tu sovr' esso luci; 
s'altra ragione in contrario non ponta, 
esser dien sempre li tuoi raggi duci." 

'O sweet light, in whose help I trust  
as I set out upon this unknown road,' he said,  
'give us whatever guidance here is needed.  

'You shed your light upon the world and warm it.  
Unless we find good reason to do other,  




The Sun, as the symbol of God and Reason, but also of Imperial and Papal Rome, offers guidance in this uncertain terrain. The Sun lights the way forward. Without light, no ascent is possible.

Ma vedi già come dichina il giorno, 
e andar sù di notte non si puote; 

'But see, already day is waning 




According to the law of the mountain, daytime is for circling and climbing and night time is for sleep.

E 'l buon Sordello in terra fregò 'l dito, 
dicendo: "Vedi? sola questa riga 
non varcheresti dopo 'l sol partito: 

non però ch'altra cosa desse briga, 
che la notturna tenebra, ad ir suso; 
quella col nonpoder la voglia intriga. 

Ben si poria con lei tornare in giuso 
e passeggiar la costa intorno errando, 
mentre che l'orizzonte il dì tien chiuso." 

Good Sordello drew his finger through the dust  
and said: 'See, you would not cross  
even this line once the sun goes down,  

'for nothing hinders the ascent  
except the darkness of the night,  
which binds the will with helplessness.  

'After nightfall one might head back down  
and wander lost around the hill  




 The planet as an interconnected whole 

Through his astronomical references, Dante seeks to show the planet as an interconnected whole. 

Ora era onde 'l salir non volea storpio; 
ché 'l sole avëa il cerchio di merigge 
lasciato al Tauro e la notte a lo Scorpio: 

It was the hour when the ascent did not permit delay,  
for the sun had left the meridian to the Bull,  




This would be to see the planet as an interconnected whole so that, for instance, when it is noon in Jerusalem, it is midnight in Purgatory, and nine p.m. in Italy. More than any astronomical significance, however, these time markers are meant to remind us that the cosmic clock that is ticking away on Mount Purgatory is the same clock that is ticking away on earth. Dante’s point is that the time which is so precious to the dead is even more precious to the living. Salvation or damnation depends upon how well we use the time we have. ‘The purgatorial pilgrimage provides a model of time "well spent" for the latter's benefit: time lived as a bridge to beatitude, time transformed into a sacrifice and sacrament, liturgical time.’ (Schnapp 2003: 198/200).

The temporal reciprocity that binds together the northern and southern hemispheres also corresponds to a mutual exchange of prayers. ‘Praying for the souls of the dead, the living can reduce the duration of their sentences on each terrace; they can help "repay" the sinners' debts. Praying for the souls of the living, the dead can try to keep them on the straight and narrow path, "pre-paying" debts that are not yet due.’ (Schnapp 2003: 200).

This reciprocal relation, founded on the doctrine of divine intercession, ties in with another of the key themes of the Purgatorio - reunion. The end point of the journey is the reunion of the individual with God. Within this ultimate end, Dante reunites broken families and dispersed communities of all kinds, political, spiritual, moral, or linguistic. Old friends (Dante and Casella in canto II) and old lovers (Dante and Beatrice in canto XXX) are reunited on the mountain slopes. Former enemies in politics, such as the Holy Roman emperor Rudolf I (1218-91) and Ottokar II, king of Bohemia between 1253 and 1278, forge eternal friendships (canto VII). The citizens of cities torn apart by civil wars embrace one another as brothers. Virgil and Sordello, separated by centuries, are joined together by their common Mantuan origin (canto II 1). Polities which were once at war now make their peace with each other. Harmonious coexistence is guaranteed by codes of civility which bring people together out of common courtesy, hospitality, honour, respect, compassion, and piety. The moral and spiritual rebirth achieved by the ascent in Purgatory finds its highest earthly expression in the ideal of the Roman empire, an ideal which runs throughout the Commedia and explains Dante's choice of Virgil as his first guide. Virgil reminds us of Rome’s holy mission.

Dante is a harmoniser, bringing peace where there is war, unity where there is division. In the double circles of the sapienti, the teachers of the church, Dante brings together two very different theologians, those associated with intellective theology, led by St. Thomas Aquinas, and those associated with affective theology, led by St. Bonaventure. Dante’s harmonising runs deeper than just putting two complementary aspects together. St. Thomas closes his circular catalogue with Siger of Brabant, a noted Latin Averroist whom Thomas had criticised in his work. St. Bonaventure closes his with Joachim of Flora, whom he had opposed in life. This is harmonisation as reconciliation. 
The breadth of Dante's theological interests is clearly wide, as well as deep. Contest may continue, but it takes place within a more fundamental concord. There is more to unite than divide these figures and differences should not be laboured and inflated to extremes. Transcending the particular theological points at issue, Dante’s universalism cautions us against the narcissism of minor differences. The breadth of Dante’s vision is remarkable. Some follow Thomas and argue for the primacy of the intellect over the will; others follow Duns Scotus and argue for the will over the intellect. Ultimately, with complete knowledge and fulfilment, we will have the answer. It is self-defeating to insist on one or the other to the point of enmity. Dante makes room for all men and women of goodwill. His vision is inclusive. There is a place on the team for all as pilgrims. I think I can even recognise myself in Dante’s cast list: ‘Pietro Mangiadore’, ‘Peter the Bookworm’ (Paradiso XII 134). I’ve been called worse.

Rachel Jacoff points out that the two groupings of sapienti in the circle of the Sun are one component of a series of "doublings" that inform these cantos. (Jacoff 2003: 215). The theme of reciprocity highlighted area is again apparent. The sun's double motion on its daily and its yearly path forms the model for other pairs in equipoise. To make the point the phrase "l'uno e l'altro" is repeated. 

Dante writes of “the rays of one reflected in the other, with both revolving in such manner”. (e l'un ne l'altro aver li raggi suoi, e amendue girarsi per maniera, Paradiso XIII 16-17).

Dante’s holistic vision is all circular motion bringing complementarity, completion and harmony. It’s revolution in its original sense: 

che l'uno andasse al primo e l'altro al poi; 




 God’s eye perspective 

Throughout a number of cantos, Dante enjoins us to adopt a "God's-eye" view of the Earth.

Quanto tra l'ultimar de l'ora terza 
e 'l principio del dì par de la spera 
che sempre a guisa di fanciullo scherza, 

tanto pareva già inver' la sera 
essere al sol del suo corso rimaso; 
vespero là, e qui mezza notte era. 

E i raggi ne ferien per mezzo 'l naso, 
perché per noi girato era sì 'l monte, 
che già dritti andavamo inver' l'occaso, 

quand' io senti' a me gravar la fronte 
a lo splendore assai più che di prima, 
e stupor m'eran le cose non conte; 

ond' io levai le mani inver' la cima 
de le mie ciglia, e fecimi 'l solecchio, 
che del soverchio visibile lima. 

As much as between the end of the third hour  
and the first of day is seen of the sphere  
that like a child is always darting here and there,  

so much appeared now to remain  
of the sun's course toward nightfall:  
it was vespers there and midnight here on earth.  

The rays were striking full into our faces,  
for we had circled so much of the mountain  
that we were heading straight into the west,  

when such great splendor overwhelmed my sight,  
greater than any I had seen before,  
that I was dazed by its unfamiliar brightness.  

I raised one hand above my brow  
and gave my eyes sufficient shade  




The human quest for God is a return to the original power. 

quantunque a la natura umana lece    
aver di lume, tutto fosse infuso 
da quel valor che l'uno e l'altro fece; 

'all the light that is allowed to human nature 
was infused by the very Power 




Harmony is Dante’s end point, ‘sweet harmony’, dolce armonia (Paradiso XVII 44) (Fay 1966).

Qual savesse qual era la pastura         
del viso mio ne l'aspetto beato 
quand' io mi trasmutai ad altra cura, 

conoscerebbe quanto m'era a grato 
ubidire a la mia celeste scorta, 
contrapesando l'un con l'altro lato. 

When I was told to set my mind on other things, 
only one who knew how much my eyes could feast 
upon that blessèd countenance 

would understand what joy it was to me 
but to obey my heavenly guide, 




It’s a vision of love.

Sì come quando il colombo si pone         
presso al compagno, l'uno a l'altro pande, 
girando e mormorando, l'affezione; 

così vid' ïo l'un da l'altro grande 
principe glorïoso essere accolto, 
laudando il cibo che là sù li prande. 

Ma poi che 'l gratular si fu assolto, 
tacito coram me ciascun s'affisse, 
ignito sì che vincëa 'l mio volto. 

As, when the dove alights beside its mate 
and each displays, circling and cooing, 
its fondness for the other, 

so I saw one great and glorious prince 
welcomed by the other, both giving praise 
for the feast that there above they share. 

But after they had shown their pleasure in each other, 
they both stopped, silent, coram me, 




Rachel Jacoff points out that the complexity of these cantos has inspired the best recent work on Dante. Canto XX opens with a densely compact astronomical incipit celebrating the double motion of the Trinity (procession and spiration) and the equinoctal crossing that marks the signature of its triune creator. 

Guardando nel suo Figlio con l'Amore          
che l'uno e l'altro etternalmente spira, 
lo primo e ineffabile Valore 

quanto per mente e per loco si gira 
con tant' ordine fé, ch'esser non puote 
sanza gustar di lui chi ciò rimira. 

Gazing on His Son with the Love 
the One and the Other eternally breathe forth, 
the inexpressible and primal Power 

made with such order all things that revolve 
that he who studies it, in mind and in space, 




(also Paradiso X 104)

The intricately analogical construction of these cantos operates on several levels, from the lexical to the thematic, with the parallel narratives of St. Francis and St. Dominic also structured to conform to the pattern of equipoise. The Dominican Thomas praises Francis who was "seraphic in ardor," while the Franciscan Bonaventure praises Dominic who was "cherubic in splendor." (Jacoff 2003: 216). Again, this is harmony through reconciliation.

It is also worth underlining chiasmic construction that Dante employs to great effect. Chiasmus refers to an inverted relationship between the syntactic elements of parallel phrases. As Rachel Jacoff explains, chiasmus is a figure which mimes circularity through its symmetrical inversion of sequence (ab:ba). (Jacoff 2003: 215).

The opening figure of canto XIV reinforces the point:

"Dal centro al cerchio, e sì dal cerchio al centro, 
movesi l'acqua in un ritondo vaso, 
secondo ch'è percosso fuori o dentro: 

ne la mia mente fé sùbito caso   
questo ch'io dico, sì come si tacque         
la glorïosa vita di Tommaso,     

"From the center to the rim and so from the rim to the center.
the water in a rounded vessel moves as it is struck from outside or within. 




This is echoed in subsequent chiastic constructions such as "Quell'uno e due e tre che sempre vive, e regna sempre in tre e 'n due e 'n uno, non circunscritto, e tutto circunscrive" "That ever-living One and Two and Three, who reigns forever in Three and Two and One, uncircumscribed and circumscribing all." (Paradiso XIV 28—30). 

The point is that there is a circularity at work in Dante’s journey through Hell, Purgatory and Paradise. The end point is a return to God, rebirth as a return to origins. Paradise is desire fulfilled as God and man form a unity. As his journey comes to its end point, Dante sees the Trinity in the form of three differently coloured circles. The image of man is depicted on the second circle, and Dante seeks to understand how the circle and the image can be united, how God and man can form a unity. ‘It is when this desire is fulfilled, through the granting of a momentary flash of intuition, that the vision comes to an end and Dante acknowledges finally the inability of his imagination to mediate what he understood.’ (Ryan 2003: 136).

It is no coincidence that this should be Dante’s final vision. The poem’s end, indeed the end of Dante’s work as a whole, is this transformatory visionary experience which reveals how the divine is present in the human. In the Convivio, Dante refers to Aristotle as ‘my master’. ‘As the Philosopher says at the beginning of the First Philosophy, all men by nature desire to know.’ In the Comedy, (I 4), Dante introduces Aristotle as ‘the master of those who know’. But behind that thirst for that knowledge is Dante’s conviction that God is supremely to be discovered in human nature. This idea, which pervades Dante’s works, comes with the corollary that by extolling human nature one glorifies God, its author. Indeed, for Dante, the best way to discover God is to attend to that human nature shared by and restored by Christ. (Ryan 2003: 136)

But, as Brendan Sammon comments, ‘the native promise of the mind for the poetic fact, for a complete union with God, cannot be fulfilled by reason’s power alone.’ (Sammon 2008). Stephen Hawking’s quest to know the mind of God through human reason alone is doomed to failure. Scientific and philosophical reason is able to know only itself. True knowledge is reason and much more. For Dante, the use of the intellect is an act of love.

 Cosmology and the order of the universe 
Dante’s cosmology manifests the structural and aesthetic principle of the Paradiso, evincing an orderliness that expresses the nature of the Creator. 

e cominciò: "Le cose tutte quante 
hanno ordine tra loro, e questo è forma 
che l'universo a Dio fa simigliante. 

Qui veggion l'alte creature l'orma 
de l'etterno valore, il qual è fine 
al quale è fatta la toccata norma. 

and said: 'All things created have an order 
in themselves, and this begets the form 
that lets the universe resemble God. 

'Here the higher creatures see the imprint 
of the eternal Worth, the end 




Beatrice proceeds to expound a cosmological theory that integrates Neoplatonic, Aristotelian, and Christian themes into a powerful synthesis. (Paradiso I 109-26). The Paradiso presents a vision of an Aristotelian-Ptolomeic heavenscape, consisting of nine nested concentric spheres of increasing velocity. Dante then comes to the diaphanous and undifferentiated Primum Mobile, the last of the material spheres. Beyond this sphere is the Empyrean, the immaterial heaven of pure light and true love (Paradiso XXX). The Empyrean is the home of both God and the blessed.

With Beatrice by his side, Dante traverses the seven planetary spheres, the heaven of the fixed stars. Each of these spheres is distinguished by its own astronomical particularities, and these particularities are themselves correlated with the categories of the blessed that Dante encounters within them. This connection must be taken to be literal and not merely metaphysical, given the fact that Dante attributes certain power to astral influences. (Jacoff 2003: 210-213).

The souls are not literally assigned to the spheres, but "put themselves on view" in the hierarchy of the spheres in order to signify the nature and grade of their beatitude. 

Qui si mostraro, non perché sortita 
sia questa spera lor, ma per far segno 
de la celestïal c'ha men salita. 

'Those souls put themselves on view here 
not because they are allotted to this sphere 




As Thomas Aquinas argued, there is nothing in the mind that hasn’t first been in the senses. Perception matters but is subject to limits. Beatrice compares the appearance of the souls to the anthropomorphic language of Scripture, an anthropomorphism that is a concession to our perceptual limits: 

Così parlar conviensi al vostro ingegno, 
però che solo da sensato apprende 
ciò che fa poscia d'intelletto degno. 

'It is necessary thus to address your faculties, 
since only in perceiving through the senses can they grasp 




Per questo la Scrittura condescende 
a vostra facultate, e piedi e mano 
attribuisce a Dio e altro intende; 

'For this reason Scripture condescends 
to your capacity when it attributes hands and feet 




The "condescension" of the blessed in the spheres, like Scripture, is the rationale of Dante’s own procedure when it comes to the attempts to form images the imageless reality of Paradise. 

Anche soggiunse: "Il fiume e li topazi 
ch'entrano ed escono e 'l rider de l'erbe 
son di lor vero umbriferi prefazi. 

Non che da sé sian queste cose acerbe; 
ma è difetto da la parte tua, 
che non hai viste ancor tanto superbe." 

Then she continued: 'The river, the topazes 
that enter and leave it, and the laughter of the meadows 
are all shadowy prefaces of their truth, 

'not that these things are in themselves unripe,  
but because the failure lies with you, 








 Looking on earth from the stellar heaven – female mediation 

The Paradiso posits the end point of the journey at the beginning. The opening terzina proclaims the divine glory that shines through and is reflected back through the universe.

The glory of the One Who moves all things 
penetrates (penetra) all the universe and shines




The opening tercet of the Paradiso establishes the metaphysical framework for all that follows. Aristotle’s unmoved Mover becomes active within the Creation. As Rachel Jacoff comments here, the two verbs "penetra" and "risplende" imply the contrapuntal movements of Creator and creature, the outpouring of the unitary divine light into the multiplicity of creation, and the return of the creature to its Creator. The pilgrim's ascent to the divine is therefore a return to his origins, and origins are a recurrent subject throughout the Paradiso. The origins of empire are presented in Justinian's overview in canto 6, while those of Florence and of Dante himself are treated in the sphere of Mars. The heaven of the fixed stars treats the origins of the church and of man, while in the Primum Mobile, the place where time originates, the subject is the universe itself. This preoccupation with beginnings is also reflected in the way the origins of the Franciscan and Dominican orders, Benedictine monasticism, and the church itself are treated. Dante creates a sense of moving backward in time by presenting the key figures of the church and human history in reverse chronology: Francis and Dominic, Peter Damian, Benedict, Peter, the other apostles, and finally Adam.’ (Jacoff 2003: 223).

The Paradise unfolds the meaning of the opening tercet, with Dante establishing and drawing out the connections between being, potency, virtue and the eternal good. The language pulses with life, with essence becoming existence, potentiality becoming actuality.

Per la natura lieta onde deriva, 
la virtù mista per lo corpo luce 
come letizia per pupilla viva. 

Da essa vien ciò che da luce a luce 
par differente, non da denso e raro; 

From the joyous nature whence it springs, 
the mingled potency shines through its star, 
as joy/happiness (letizia) shines in the living pupil of an eye. 

From this (Da essa, from her, virtue), and not from matter rare or dense, 
is derived the differences from light to light;




Essa is a pronoun, meaning ‘her’. In this section of the Paradiso, Beatrice explains that the essence of existence, which is undifferentiated in God, is differentiated as it comes to be reflected and passed down through the sphere of the fixed stars. There are obvious parallels here with the Neoplatonist conception of God in terms of an emanation. Neoplatonism sees the world as an extension, or overflowing, of the very being of God. The undifferentiated power is differentiated so as to produce a ‘mingled potency’, la virtù mista, which Musa translates as "blended virtue." This ‘causes each body to emit light in accordance with its individual qualities and its degree of excellence. Each star or planet, then, both receives and gives forth light. The light varies from sphere to sphere, as well as within one body, as the example of the moon has illustrated. Thus, the moon's markings are not the result of dense and rare matter, as Dante had supposed when he allowed his reason to follow his senses: what is distributed through the spheres is not one quality, more or less, but different blendings. It is the power of the Divine and Angelic Intelligences in conjunction with the stars that produces the dark and light markings on the moon.’ (Mark Musa Divine Comedy vol III Paradise 1986)

Musa’s explanation shows clearly the extent to which Dante’s vision entails the transcendence of sense experience by intelligence. But we should be careful not to read this in terms of some crude antithesis between Earth Goddess, a world of pure immanence, of sense data and primary matter, and Sky God, the pure intelligence which penetrates the world and radiates joy and happiness. Dante’s language and meaning is not so obvious at all. Indeed, we return here to what George Steiner wrote concerning etternofonte, light as liquid and female. Mandelbaum translates penetra in the opening tercet of Paradiso as permeates, so that ‘the glory of the One who moves all things permeates the universe’. 

In The Tools, Stutz and Michels write:

Imagine that you're surrounded by a warm, liquid light that is infinitely loving…. It's an unstoppably loving force that wants to give itself away… you'll feel yourself again surrounded by infinite love, which will return to you all the energy you gave away. You'll feel filled up and at peace.

Stutz and Michels 2012: 82

That description of ‘warm, liquid light that is infinitely loving’ fits the conception of etterno fonte well. It’s Dante’s end of desire fulfilled, a complete joy or happiness with nothing beyond it. And it suggests the reconciliation of immanence and transcendence, the avoidance of dualities and antitheses of female and male, matter and intelligence; it indicates that origin and end are one and the same. 

There is definitely something of a feminine undercurrent at work in the metaphysics. Essa as a female subject is suggestive of certain possibilities with respect to the Eternal Feminine. In the book Eternal Feminines, Jaroslav Pelikan focuses on the figures of Beatrice, Our Lady and Mother Church. (Pelikan 1990). However, there is more going on between the lines in Dante. The influence of Neoplatonism upon Dante is apparent. Plotinus tends to depict the world soul as female – and did Plato in the Timaeus – with all things emanating from the One. Neoplatonism sees the world as an extension, or overflowing, of the very being of God. Those lines which indicate emanation from a (female?) One, are certainly Neoplatonist. 

In the very least, this vision of God as the Divine Light contains a female aspect. The Highest Essence is also the flowing source of life. The ascent to God is certainly a reunion with God in Dante, a reunion with the origin of life. Here, the end is also the source, going home. St Thomas Aquinas holds precisely the same idea. It took Teilhard de Chardin to make the obvious implications explicit.





In the Eternal Feminine, Teilhard identifies the Virgin as a Beatrice, pointing the way to the ‘divine centre’. Teilhard’s essay begins with the phrase 'I am the eternal feminine'. The argument suggests a kinship between Teilhard's thought and Dante’s. Teilhard’s L’Eternal Feminin is a poetical disquisition of the theme of eros in which love is conceived as a hidden energy immanent in the whole of the universe, an attractive force which unfolds in the relations between material elements and living beings’ Love is the soul of the world, 'the attraction of the universal piesence, and of the ceaseless ripple of its smile': 'through me, he says, lies the road to the whole heart of creation; I am earth's gate—I am the initiation . . . He who takes me, gives himself to me, and is taken by the universe'. 

Woman is, for man, the symbol and personification of all the fulfilments we look for from the universe. The theoretical and practical problem of the attainment of knowledge has found its natural 'climate' in the problem of the sublimation of love. At the term of the spiritual power of matter, lies the spiritual power of the flesh and of the feminine.

Teilhard, ‘The Evolution of Chastity', in Toward the Future, p. 70

One sees in Teilhard possibilities for reading Dante as holding the balance between immanence and transcendence. Far from representing absorption into pure immanence, woman alone is capable of releasing in man the forward movement of the universe. Far from becoming enclosed in matter, woman is liberatory for man. Only through woman can man escape from the isolation that destroys the self. 

The complete human molecule is already around us: a more synthesized element and more spiritualized from the start, than the individual personality. It is a duality comprising masculine and feminine together.

'Sketch of a Personalistic Universe', in Human Energy, 1969: 74

We are beyond dualism as entailing antithesis. But there is a tension in Teilhard’s argument: To the extent that love delights in the selfish idol of pleasure, it remains material rather than becomes divine through heeding the call to rise to a higher plane. For Dante, the figure of love is divine. It is this sense of ascending to a higher level that Teilhard sees Dante as ‘real’, showing us the way to ‘scale up’ to the ‘level of the universe’. Only then do we attain a union that comprises masculine and feminine, immanence and transcendence together. This is the love that both penetrates and permeates the universe. We are no longer forced to choose between a suffocating immanence and a fantastical transcendence. The two merge as one.

I had not yet quite finished with my words 
when the light began to spin around its core, 
whirling like a quickly turning millstone. 

Then the love that was within it spoke: 
'Divine light descends on me, piercing 
the radiance that holds me in its womb. 

'Its power, conjoined with my own sight, 
raises me so far above myself that I can see 




‘Piercing the radiance that holds me in its womb’ (penetrando per questa in ch'io m'inventro). This notion of being ‘enwombed’ (m'inventro) savours a great deal of the idea that Teilhard proposes of the “eternal feminine” as a kind of outer covering of God, what Teilhard describes as the “envelope of God,” something that exists eternally enveloping the divinity. 

Dante keeps referring things back to sea, spring, and fountain. And not just in a physical sense, but also, even especially, in a transcendental sense. There is no identification of the feminine principle with pure earth bound immanence in Dante. He has sprung the trap.

you are the noonday torch of charity,
and there below, on earth, among the mortals,
you are a living spring of hope. 

Lady, you are so high, you can so intercede,
that he who would have grace but does not seek
your aid, may long to fly but has no wings.

Liquid light as divinely infused matter: 

It is to that sea all things move, 




This makes perfect sense as reunion, that sense of a feminine power ‘from there’ (Da essa), from which all things derive, to which all things return.

In the Tao Te Ching, Lao Tzu exhorts us “to cling to the feminine” XXVIII. The idea of etterno fonte as liquid light suggests that the intellect, the male principle (yang or animus) as an abstracted rationality, can only proceed so far, and that we need to assimilate, incorporate, pay due respect to the feminine principle (yin or anima), as represented by Beatrice, in order to enter the realm beyond space and time and come to experience the blessedness of Paradise. (Williams 2000). 

Having written on The Eternal Womanly, taking the title from Goethe’s phrase Ewig-Weibliche, I find the extent to which Goethe’s vision echoes that of Dante striking. Having coined the phrase the Eternal-Womanly at the close of Faust, Goethe proceeds to exalt Mary as a goddess. Central to Goethe’s Faust is the idea of human beings realising their highest good as part of a process initiated by Mother Nature, a process in which Nature manifests her inexhaustible creative power as the Earth Spirit, the Eternal Mothers, the Eternal Feminine. 
The influence of Dante upon Goethe is apparent, as, invigorated and refreshed, Faust promises "to seek the highest life for which I strive". The final scene of Part II is a radiant culmination of Faust’s search for fulfilment, depicting the ascent of Faust's "immortal part" to Heaven. Faust’s soul rises through realms of angelic beings in an upward-spiralling movement, undergoing transformation and metamorphosis:

Glad we're receiving now
Him as a chrysalis,
Thereby achieving now
Pledge of angelic bliss.
Loosen all earthly flakes
That cling around him;
Fair and great now he wakes,
Divine life has crowned him.

The parallels with Dante are obvious and many (e.g. Paradiso XXX 91-96). 

The appearance of the Mater Gloriosa is the climax of this ascent. She is the Eternal Feminine, the symbol of love, forgiveness, and grace. The only lines spoken by the Madonna appoint Gretchen as Faust's guide towards the ultimate union with the Divine:

Come, rise to higher spheres! Conduct him!
If he feels thee, he'll go thy way.

As in Dante, so in Goethe have we overcome despair and embraced hope. The ecstatic prayer with which Gretchen addresses the Mater Gloriosa, recalls the earlier prayer of despair to the Mater Dolorosa.

Bend, oh bend now,
Matchless, attend Thou,
Thy radiance spend now,
Look on my bliss in charity.
My early lover,
His troubles over,
Comes back to me.

It is a Dantesque vision of reunion and rebirth. The climax is framed by Eternal Love. The sacred place is a "refuge of love and grace", instilling "endless ecstatic fire, glow of pure love's desire", with floods and lightning-bolts as "heralds of love". As in Dante, Love is the dynamic, moving power of the universe, radiating out from the centre, permeating all things in the process of emanation and differentiation. 

Goethe makes clear the point I am struggling to establish. That with Dante (and Goethe), we are beyond the split between immanence and transcendence as an antithesis between female and male. The transcendence that raises us up to the divine is also a return to source, to life’s origins. In common with alchemical and mystical symbolism, Goethe portrays the nature of unconditional Love as eternally feminine. The poem concludes with the Chorus Mysticus:

All of mere transient date
As symbol showeth;
Here the inadequate 
To fullness groweth;
All past the humanly




The Mater Gloriosa, Gretchen, and Faust's immortal soul are different aspects of the One all-sustaining Love and divine Grace. The parallels of this final scene of Part II of Faust with the final Cantos of the Paradiso are obvious, with Gretchen guiding Faust through heavenly realms as Beatrice guided Dante. 

Goethe, like Dante, is pointing to something emergent, a potential, which lies immanent under the surface of the world of appearances. Both point to the soul and spirit as realities which are hidden to the senses. A materialistic outlook confines human beings to the immediacy of sense experience, the visible, tangible world presented to the senses. To penetrate this world is to apprehend and realise greater potentialities, coming, ultimately, to achieve the union of flesh and spirit, the material and the divine, matter and mind. For Goethe, as for Dante and Aquinas before him, it is only through activity that this union can be achieved.

In the end, beatitude or blessedness is achieved as a flourishing well, each part playing its proper role within the whole. As Goethe wrote in his book on Winckelmann:

When the sound, healthy nature of man works as a whole, when he feels himself at one with the world as a great, beautiful, worthy whole, when this harmonious feeling of well-being gives him a pure free delight, then might the Universe, could it consciously feel, deeming itself at the goal, cry out for very joy, and be lost in admiration of the climax of its own development and organization,

Canto XXIII portrays the "triumph" of Christ and Mary with all the blessed symbolically. Here, Dante witnesses Christ's Advent and Ascension, followed by Mary's Annunciation, Assumption, and Coronation. Rachel Jacoff draws attention to ‘the intensely maternal language’ of this canto, with its opening extended simile of Beatrice as a nurturing mother-bird and its concluding images of the blessed flames reaching towards Mary as infants reach out after they have been fed. In addition to the specific importance of Mary, Dante here underlines the importance of female mediation in general. This crops up in other places. Throughout the poem, Virgil has been referred to as a father-figure to Dante. With the farewell, he will be "dolcissime patre" for a final time. However, in the fearful separation, Virgil becomes a mother: 

"volsimi a la sinistra col respitto, col quale il fantolin corre a la mamma.”




The feminine character of the creative is inferred throughout. 

la qual mamma fummi, e fummi nutrice, poetando




E come fantolin che 'nver' la mamma 
tende le braccia, poi che 'l latte prese,
per l'animo che 'nfin di fuor s'infiamma;

And, like a baby reaching out its arms 
to mamma after it has drunk her milk, 
its inner impulse kindled into outward flame, 

[Paradiso XXIII 121 122 123]

(see also Paradiso XXX 139-141)

There is a harmony to be attained through realising the circularity of origin and end. The ascent to God is a return to home. It should come as no surprise that Dante should evoke the feminine in such a way, as the creative principle that returns to itself.

The Catholic tradition presents Mary the Virgin Mother as an ideal of beauty who mediates between man and God. At the close of the Paradiso, Dante sings Her a hymn which is one of the most beautiful poems ever written.

"Vergine Madre, figlia del tuo figlio,        
umile e alta più che creatura,        
termine fisso d'etterno consiglio,         

tu se' colei che l'umana natura          
nobilitasti sì, che 'l suo fattore          
non disdegnò di farsi sua fattura.        

Nel ventre tuo si raccese l'amore,        
per lo cui caldo ne l'etterna pace         
così è germinato questo fiore.         

Qui se' a noi meridïana face          
di caritate, e giuso, intra ' mortali,         
se' di speranza fontana vivace.         

Donna, se' tanto grande e tanto vali,        
che qual vuol grazia e a te non ricorre, 
sua disïanza vuol volar sanz' ali.        

La tua benignità non pur soccorre         
a chi domanda, ma molte fïate         
liberamente al dimandar precorre.        

In te misericordia, in te pietate,        
in te magnificenza, in te s'aduna         
quantunque in creatura è di bontate.         

Or questi, che da l'infima lacuna         
de l'universo infin qui ha vedute         
le vite spiritali ad una ad una,        

supplica a te, per grazia, di virtute         
tanto, che possa con li occhi levarsi          
più alto verso l'ultima salute.        

E io, che mai per mio veder non arsi         
più ch'i' fo per lo suo, tutti miei prieghi         
ti porgo, e priego che non sieno scarsi,        

perché tu ogne nube li disleghi         
di sua mortalità co' prieghi tuoi,        
sì che 'l sommo piacer li si dispieghi.         

Ancor ti priego, regina, che puoi         
ciò che tu vuoli, che conservi sani,        
dopo tanto veder, li affetti suoi.        

Vinca tua guardia i movimenti umani:         
vedi Beatrice con quanti beati         
per li miei prieghi ti chiudon le mani!"         

'Virgin Mother, daughter of your Son, 
more humble and exalted than any other creature, 
fixed goal of the eternal plan, 

'you are the one who so ennobled human nature 
that He, who made it first, did not disdain 
to make Himself of its own making. 

'Your womb relit the flame of love -- 
its heat has made this blossom seed 
and flower in eternal peace. 

'To us you are a noonday torch of charity, 
while down below, among those still in flesh, 
you are the living fountainhead of hope. 

'Lady, you are so great and so prevail above, 
should he who longs for grace not turn to you, 
his longing would be doomed to wingless flight. 

'Your loving kindness does not only aid 
whoever seeks it, but many times 
gives freely what has yet to be implored. 

'In you clemency, in you compassion, 
in you munificence, in you are joined 
all virtues found in any creature. 

'This man who, from within the deepest pit 
the universe contains up to these heights 
has seen the disembodied spirits, one by one, 

'now begs you, by your grace, to grant such power 
that, by lifting up his eyes, 
he may rise higher toward his ultimate salvation. 

'And I, who never burned for my own seeing 
more than now I burn for his, offer all my prayers, 
and pray that they may not fall short, 

'so that your prayers disperse on his behalf 
all clouds of his mortality and let 
the highest beauty be displayed to him. 

'This too, my Queen, I ask of you, who can achieve 
whatever you desire, that you help him preserve, 
after such vision, the purity of his affections. 

'Let your protection rule his mortal passions. 
See Beatrice, with so many of the blessed, 




The phrases employed here suggest an affinity, however vague, with the ancient Mother Goddess. Dante is taking that ancient deity into a more transcendent realm. He does, however, draw an analogy between the repression of women and the humiliation of the Church, both as a degradation of the human spirit, but also as a dissolution of the flesh. Greed and selfishness, in pandering to the physical self, do not serve the flesh, only dissolve it.

L'altro, che già uscì preso di nave, 
veggio vender sua figlia e patteggiarne          
come fanno i corsar de l'altre schiave.         

O avarizia, che puoi tu più farne,        
poscia c'ha' il mio sangue a te sì tratto,        
che non si cura de la propria carne?         

Perché men paia il mal futuro e 'l fatto,         
veggio in Alagna intrar lo fiordaliso,   
e nel vicario suo Cristo esser catto.    

'Still another Charles: once led, a prisoner,  
from his own ship, I see him sell his daughter  
after haggling, as pirates do for female slaves.  

'O avarice, what more harm can you do us,  
since our blood is so attached to you  
it has no care for its own flesh?  

'That past and future evil may seem less, 
I see the fleur-de-lis proceed into Anagni  




This depiction of flesh being sold into slavery anticipates the demoralised, disenchanted, dis-godded universe of a secular modernity which robs human beings of their personhood.

In juxtaposing cosmology and history, Dante addresses the realities of historical violence, even despair. Dante is aware of the disfiguring effects of time. Nevertheless, he insists on redemption in and through time. The cosmological orderliness informs the journey with increasing beauty and joyfulness until eventually it culminates in harmonious celebration. 

Dante tells us that if the world goes astray, the cause lies within human beings, not the Creation. Dante affirms moral freedom as the distinguishing characteristic of human beings. (Purgatorio 82-83). But just as goodness inheres in the world around us, so moral choice is a capacity that is innate within us. Dante emphasises the feminine character of reality in terms of the connection of origin to end.

e io te ne sarò or vera spia.         
Esce di mano a lui che la vagheggia          
prima che sia, a guisa di fanciulla          
che piangendo e ridendo pargoleggia,         

l'anima semplicetta che sa nulla,         
salvo che, mossa da lieto fattore,         
volontier torna a ciò che la trastulla.         

In this I will now be your informant.  
'From the hand of Him who looks on it with love  
before it lives, comes forth, like a little girl  
who weeps one moment and as quickly laughs,  

'the simple infant soul that has no knowledge  
but, moved by a joyous maker,  




Dante discovers that sexual distinctions no longer exist in Eternity. Here, we enter a world which is beyond man and woman, a world in which a man can be addressed as female, and woman as male. Dante addresses Piccarda, a woman, in the masculine as ben creato spirito. “O ben creato spirito.” 'O spirit made for bliss” (Paradiso III 37). In Paradiso 7, Dante writes:

Io dubitava e dicea "Dille, dille!" fra me, "dille" dicea, "a la mia donna che mi diseta con le dolci stille." 
Ma quella reverenza che s'indonna di tutto me, pur per Be e per ice, mi richinava come l'uom ch'assonna. 

I was in doubt, saying to myself, 'Tell her, tell her,' saying to myself, 'tell this to my lady, who slakes my thirst with her sweet drops.'




Dante writes “Ma quella reverenza che s'indonna”. “But the reverence that is mistress over me.” The word indonna comes from dominare, meaning "take control of, rules over." The relationship of this power to 'lady" is significant. ‘The mystery known as feminine—the grail which seekers believed was erotic or, to use their word, magical—was beauty. With every purgation a soul or anima prayed for by a woman becomes lighter, more the embodiment of grace. Medievals have been accused of reducing the beautiful to the useful or the moral. Far from doing this, however, they gave moral values an aesthetic foundation.’ (Rubin 2004: 152). 

The truth is that the medievals integrated the values of the good and the beautiful so as to discern in the concrete object an ontological reflection of, and participation in, the being and the power of God. This defines an aesthetic sensibility that is inextricably bound up with ethics. This is a problem only for the moderns who have severed the links between the true, the good and the beautiful and in consequence lost the relation to the whole. The medievals did not and could not reduce the beautiful to the useful and the moral, since they did not make any distinctions between them. The medieval mind upheld an integral conception of values within the good.





The useful was the moral and vice versa. Art was used to encourage good behaviour (Benton 2002: 64/5). Values were understood to be aesthetic as well as ethical. 

The theory that the beauty of the world is an image and reflection of Ideal Beauty derives from Plato, whose Timaeus was fundamental in forming the medieval mind.





In a world of integrated values, the good and the beautiful were one and the same thing. As William of Auxerre wrote: 'The goodness of a substance, and its beauty, are the same thing. . . . The beauty of a thing consists in these three attributes (species, number and order) the very same in which Augustine says its goodness consists.' (William of Auxerre, Summa Aurea, quoted in LB.)

The values of truth, goodness and beauty are not actualised accidentally, apart from each other, but necessarily, forming a unity that expresses the view that all existence is one. The closer to the order at the heart of ultimate reality that a value gets, the more true, the more good, the more beautiful it is. But that movement towards the one is interdependent. The true, the good and the beautiful are co-extensive metaphysical properties which are actualised as one. The 'unity of the virtues' was a crucial doctrine for Plato and Aristotle. They compared the virtues to different facets of a single jewel, meaning that it wasn’t possible to possess any one virtue without all the others. In similar fashion, one cannot realise the true, the good and the beautiful independently of each other. They are realised together as one or not at all. Thus, it is totally impossible to reduce one of these two orders to the other as it is to isolate one from the others. The one cannot do without the others.

"Give beauty back," demanded Jesuit poet Gerard Manley Hopkins. He was referring to Dante's argument in Purgatory XV that goods should be shared in the same way that light is shared by mirrors. 

ché, per quanti si dice più lì 'nostro,'         
tanto possiede più di ben ciascuno,         
e più di caritate arde in quel chiostro."        

"Io son d'esser contento più digiuno,"        
diss' io, "che se mi fosse pria taciuto,        
e più di dubbio ne la mente aduno.        

Com' esser puote ch'un ben, distributo         
in più posseditor, faccia più ricchi         
di sé che se da pochi è posseduto?"        

Ed elli a me: "Però che tu rificchi         
la mente pur a le cose terrene,        
di vera luce tenebre dispicchi.         

Quello infinito e ineffabil bene         
che là sù è, così corre ad amore         
com' a lucido corpo raggio vene.         

Tanto si dà quanto trova d'ardore;         
sì che, quantunque carità si stende,         
cresce sovr' essa l'etterno valore.        

E quanta gente più là sù s'intende,        
più v'è da bene amare, e più vi s'ama,        
e come specchio l'uno a l'altro rende. 

'For there above, when more souls speak of ours,  
the more of goodness each one owns,  
the more of love burning in that cloister.'  

'I am more starved for answers,' I said,  
'than if before I had kept silent,  
since now my mind is filled with greater doubt.  

'How can it be that a good, distributed,  
can enrich a greater number of possessors  
than if it were possessed by few?'  

And he to me: 'Because you still  
have your mind fixed on earthly things,  
you harvest darkness from the light itself.  

'That infinite and ineffable Good,  
which dwells on high, speeds toward love  
as a ray of sunlight to a shining body.  

'It returns the love it finds in equal measure,  
so that, if more of ardor is extended,  
eternal Goodness will augment Its own.  

'And the more souls there are who love on high,  
the more there is to love, the more of loving,  




The language expresses the ethic of reciprocity, of giving and giving back in turn. 'As when a ray of light leaps from the water or from a mirror to the opposite direction, ascending at an angle similar to that at which it descends." The light is so bright that Dante has to avert his eyes, wondering what it would be like to see the beauty hidden in the light without having to squint.

E i raggi ne ferien per mezzo 'l naso,         
perché per noi girato era sì 'l monte,        
che già dritti andavamo inver' l'occaso,        

quand' io senti' a me gravar la fronte         
a lo splendore assai più che di prima,        
e stupor m'eran le cose non conte;        

ond' io levai le mani inver' la cima         
de le mie ciglia, e fecimi 'l solecchio,        
che del soverchio visibile lima.         

The rays were striking full into our faces,  
for we had circled so much of the mountain  
that we were heading straight into the west,  

when such great splendor overwhelmed my sight,  
greater than any I had seen before,  
that I was dazed by its unfamiliar brightness.  

I raised one hand above my brow  
and gave my eyes sufficient shade  




Dante affirms the virtue and power that inheres within all things.

La spera ottava vi dimostra molti 
lumi, li quali e nel quale e nel quanto 
notar si posson di diversi volti. 

Se raro e denso ciò facesser tanto,
una sola virtù sarebbe in tutti,
più e men distributa e altrettanto.

Virtù diverse esser convegnon frutti 
di princìpi formali, e quei, for ch'uno,
seguiterieno a tua ragion distrutti.

Ancor, se raro fosse di quel bruno 
cagion che tu dimandi, o d'oltre in parte 
fora di sua materia sì digiuno 

esto pianeto, o, sì come comparte 
lo grasso e 'l magro un corpo, così questo 
nel suo volume cangerebbe carte.

Se 'l primo fosse, fora manifesto 
ne l'eclissi del sol, per trasparere 
lo lume come in altro raro ingesto. 

Questo non è: però è da vedere 
de l'altro; e s'elli avvien ch'io l'altro cassi,
falsificato fia lo tuo parere.

S'elli è che questo raro non trapassi,
esser conviene un termine da onde 
lo suo contrario più passar non lassi;

e indi l'altrui raggio si rifonde 
così come color torna per vetro 
lo qual di retro a sé piombo nasconde.        

Or dirai tu ch'el si dimostra tetro 
ivi lo raggio più che in altre parti, 
per esser lì refratto più a retro. 

Da questa instanza può deliberarti          
esperïenza, se già mai la provi, 
ch'esser suol fonte ai rivi di vostr' arti.

Tre specchi prenderai; e i due rimovi 
da te d'un modo, e l'altro, più rimosso, 
tr'ambo li primi li occhi tuoi ritrovi. 

Rivolto ad essi, fa che dopo il dosso  
ti stea un lume che i tre specchi accenda 
e torni a te da tutti ripercosso. 

Ben che nel quanto tanto non si stenda 
la vista più lontana, lì vedrai 
come convien ch'igualmente risplenda.

Or, come ai colpi de li caldi rai
de la neve riman nudo il suggetto 
e dal colore e dal freddo primai, 

così rimaso te ne l'intelletto 
voglio informar di luce sì vivace,
che ti tremolerà nel suo aspetto.

Dentro dal ciel de la divina pace          
si gira un corpo ne la cui virtute          
l'esser di tutto suo contento giace.         

'The eighth sphere shows you many lights, 
which, both in magnitude and luminosity, 
may be seen as having different aspects. 

'If this were caused by rare and dense alone,  
a single virtue (virtue as power)  would be in them all: 
here more, there less -- or equally. 

'Different powers must be the fruit resulting from 
formative principles, but these, except for one, 
according to your reasoning, would be annulled. 

'What is more, if that dark of which you ask 
had rareness as its cause, this planet 
would be lacking matter in some parts, 

'or else, just as fat and lean 
alternate in mass upon a body, this planet 
would alternate the pages of its volume. 

'Were the first case true, this would be shown 
in the sun's eclipse, when light showed through, 
as when it shines through any rarer medium. 

'But such is not the case: therefore, let us consider 
your other argument and, if I show it to be false, 
then your opinion will be proven wrong. 

'If this rarer substance does not go all the way, 
there must be a point at which its denser opposite 
would not allow the light to pass on through

'and thus a ray of light would be thrown back 
just as color is reflected from the glass 
by the hidden layer of lead that lies beneath. 

'Now, you will object, the ray shows dark there 
more than in the other parts 
because it is reflected from a farther source. 

'From this objection, an experiment --  
should you ever try it -- may set you free, experiment, 
the source that feeds the streams of all your arts. 

'Take three mirrors, placing two at equal distance 
from you, letting the third, from farther off, 
also meet your eyes, between the other two. 

'Still turned to them, have someone set, 
 well back of you, a light that, shining out, 
 returns as bright reflection from all three. 

'Although the light seen farthest off 
 seems smaller in its size, still you will observe 
that it must shine with equal brightness. 

'Now, as the substantial form of snow, 
if struck by warming rays, is then deprived 
both of its former color and its cold, 

'I shall now reshape your intellect, 
thus deprived, with a light so vibrant 
that your mind will quiver at the sight. 

'Beneath the heaven of divine repose 
revolves a body in whose power resides 




The demand ‘give beauty back’ implies a return to the more integral conception which saw the true, the good and the beautiful as co-existent properties of the one ultimate reality. It is a demand that aesthetics and ethics be reunited, a view which implies that aesthetics and ethics are necessarily linked through their connection to the one ultimate reality. 

In Under what stars to plough the earth? The aesthetics and ethics of three Scottish gardens, literary linguist Margherita Muller borrows the term ‘AesthEthics’ from Stefanie Lehner to invoke a concept that will encompass a ‘reunion’ of aesthetics and ethics. Her argument is that ‘aesthetics and Ethics have to be considered together when discussing these gardens, because their purposes, scopes and aims are described in ethical terms’ (Muller 2012). In precisely the same way that the medievals, in their art and architecture, gave expression to the order they saw as inherent in the universe. 

For Dante, aesthetics and ethics merge. 

In his Lecture on Ethics (1929), Wittgenstein declared that aesthetics and ethics are “one and the same.” It is an indication of how much has been lost in the modern process of differentiation that here, the greatest philosopher of the twentieth century, makes a statement which would have been considered a truism in the pre-modern world.

This is where I dissent from Harriet Rubin when she states that ‘aesthetics trumps ethics.’ (Rubin 2004: 153). Rubin quotes philosopher Richard Rorty in defence of this statement: "Existence is endurable only as an esthetic fact." That is a modern conception, and says something about modernity as a dis-godded landscape. Why, exactly, does existence need to be endured? This is supposed to be the age of progress, the age of enlightenment and reason. Have we not brought about Heaven on Earth through the use of our technical and industrial powers? Seems not. By our technique and ingenuity, we have created a reality that has to be endured…

Dante reveals that the goodness and grace in the things he has been shown to be inherent in existence. (Paradiso XXXI 82-87). In the tradition of Plato, the medievals believed that goodness and beauty inhere in all things. That reality needs to be apprehended, beheld by the mind’s eye, not endured. There is no need for aesthetics to trump ethics, since there is nothing to endure, only the true, the good and the beautiful to appreciate. Beauty, then, comes from seeing oneself as part of a greater whole. Those who fail to grasp that point are most in need of reading Dante, and maybe most inclined to misunderstand him. Aesthetics and ethics are integral for Dante, for reasons suggested by Rubin’s own conclusion on this point.





The ‘best-integrated picture’ is the unity of the true, the good and the beautiful as different aspects of the one whole. Beauty alone, apart from ethics and philosophy, gives only a partial picture. The key phrase in the passage from Rubin is the ‘order of the world’. Upholding the existence of the ordo universi, Dante affirms the virtue or power that is within all things (Paradiso II 64-114).

Beauty reveals the ultimate reality, but so too, in their fashion, do ethics and science/philosophy. To write that aesthetics trumps ethics makes a nonsense of the philosophically and theologically informed approach that Dante takes. 





 Paradise as desire fulfilled 
Harriet Rubin quotes John Freccero at the New York University on the word vago, eager, keen. 

Vago is the first word Dante the poet utters when he is on his own. It is a word full of pleasure. It suggests velleity, wind, motion, yearning, desire. Dante moves forward, letting pleasure be his guide now.

Vago is a word that loses its momentum in the Renaissance, when Boccaccio uses it in the Decameron to console people who are disappointed in love. Who would want to be anywhere else is a Renaissance thought. In the Middle Ages, everyone was headed to Paradise.

Freccero quoted in Rubin 2004:202





 Paradise as love 
In Paradise, Dante comes to experience, know, and understand love and then returns to earth to write the Comedy, accepting his human limits.

Dante embarked on his quest asking by Beatrice the question: "Do you love me?" The question is transformed by every step of the journey: The question “Am I worthy of being loved?" becomes "What can I do to be worthy of being loved?" The answer is to open yourself to love and return it. This is life's most difficult work, but also its most rewarding. Dante’s accent is on love as a transforming power, an active force by which we change ourselves, our relations to others, the world around us. The key word here, in Paradiso, is trasumanar: to go beyond. Dante transcends the human limits to that which cannot be put in human words.

e di sùbito parve giorno a giorno  
essere aggiunto, come quei che puote          
avesse il ciel d'un altro sole addorno.         

Beatrice tutta ne l'etterne rote         
fissa con li occhi stava; e io in lei         
le luci fissi, di là sù rimote.         

Nel suo aspetto tal dentro mi fei,         
qual si fé Glauco nel gustar de l'erba          
che 'l fé consorto in mar de li altri dèi.         

Trasumanar significar per verba         
non si poria; però l'essemplo basti         
a cui esperïenza grazia serba. 

Suddenly it seemed a day was added to that day, 
as if the One who has the power 
had adorned the heavens with a second sun. 

Beatrice had fixed her eyes 
upon the eternal wheels and I now fixed 
my sight on her, withdrawing it from above. 

As I gazed on her, I was changed within, 
as Glaucus was on tasting of the grass 
that made him consort of the gods in the sea. 

To soar beyond the human cannot be described 
in words. Let the example be enough to one 




In Paradise, there is no desire, no envy, no striving, only love. The ambition for all things other than love is quietened. Each soul is perfectly happy in accordance with the potential to know happiness. 

Per letiziar là sù fulgor s'acquista,
sì come riso qui; ma giù s'abbuia 
l'ombra di fuor, come la mente è trista. 

There above, brightness is gained by joy, 
as is laughter here, but down below 




These souls differ from those damned in Hell not on account of not having sinned but in having found repentance, love and grace. The spirit appears as "joy", Folco of Marseille. Folco doesn't greet Dante as have the souls in Hell and Purgatory – at a distance. Rather, Folco enters into Dante as joy enters a person (Paradiso IX.81). 

Instead of mortification over the sins of fleshly love, the Blessed do not repent, only smile (Paradiso IX.103).

Non però qui si pente, ma si ride,        
non de la colpa, ch'a mente non torna,         
ma del valor ch'ordinò e provide.        

'Yet here we don't repent, but smile instead, 
not at our fault, which comes not back to mind, 




The soul in Paradise is one with God, sharing His omniscience. 

Qui si rimira ne l'arte ch'addorna cotanto affetto, e discernesi 'l bene  per che 'l mondo di sù quel di giù torna. 

Here all our thoughts are fixed upon the love That beautifies creation, and here we learn how world below is moved by world above.
[Paradiso IX 106-8; trans. Ciardi]

Hollander’s alternate translation exposes the good inherent in creation, which we may discern in the way it informs the world below.





 The spheres and heavens leading to God at the centre 
Just as Hell was composed of hierarchical levels of evil or misinterpretation, and just as Purgatory was built of terraces where art increasingly turned from the thing made to the maker, so Paradise comprises spheres, nine heavens beyond space and time, leading to God at the centre of the cosmos.

Medieval astronomy considered the Earth to be surrounded by a set of transparent spheres which circle round, each carrying one of the planets within. A "planet" is a heavenly body moving around the belt of constellations known as the Zodiac. In order from the earth outward, these planets are Moon, Mercury, Venus, Sun, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn. Outside these spheres come the fixed stars, then the Primum Mobile, the first moved thing, the sphere whose motion imparts motion to all other spheres. Beyond the Primum Mobile is the Empyrean, the boundless space that is beyond imagination, that "has no other 'where' but in the mind of God." 

"La natura del mondo, che quïeta 
il mezzo e tutto l'altro intorno move, 
quinci comincia come da sua meta; 

e questo cielo non ha altro dove 
che la mente divina, in che s'accende 
l'amor che 'l volge e la virtù ch'ei piove. 

Luce e amor d'un cerchio lui comprende, 
sì come questo li altri; e quel precinto 
colui che 'l cinge solamente intende. 

Non è suo moto per altro distinto, 
ma li altri son mensurati da questo, 
sì come diece da mezzo e da quinto; 

'The nature of the universe, which holds 
the center still and moves all else around it, 
starts here as from its boundary line. 

'This heaven has no other where 
but in the mind of God, in which is kindled 
the love that turns it and the power it pours down. 

'Light and love enclose it in a circle, 
as it contains the others. Of that girding 
He that girds it is the sole Intelligence. 

'Its motion is not measured by another's, 
but from it all the rest receive their measures, 




As Dante ascends through the spheres, he sees the redeemed, perfected, and glorified Christians whose lives and callings in the service of God are represented by the characteristics of the particular planet. Thus, in the sphere of Mars, he meets those who have shed their blood for the faith. In the sphere of Jupiter are those righteous kings and judges, those who have served justice. In the sphere of the Sun are those theologians and others who have served the cause of enlightenment with respect to clear thinking about God and His works. Dante soars through and finally beyond the planets and the stars, to behold the whole company of Heaven. The poem ends with a vision of the glory of God Himself. 

Dante hears St Thomas Aquinas but the light is so strong he cannot see him. Thomas informs him that grace produces love, and this love has grown within Dante to such an extent that he is now able to ascend through the spheres. Dante comes to see eternity, where ‘all times are present’ at once (Paradiso XVII 16-18).

Beatrice leads the way.

Così diss' io a quella luce stessa 
che pria m'avea parlato; e come volle 
Beatrice, fu la mia voglia confessa. 

Né per ambage, in che la gente folle         
già s'inviscava pria che fosse anciso          
l'Agnel di Dio che le peccata tolle,        

ma per chiare parole e con preciso          
latin rispuose quello amor paterno,        
chiuso e parvente del suo proprio riso:         

"La contingenza, che fuor del quaderno          
de la vostra matera non si stende,        
tutta è dipinta nel cospetto etterno;        

necessità però quindi non prende         
se non come dal viso in che si specchia         
nave che per torrente giù discende.        

Da indi, sì come viene ad orecchia          
dolce armonia da organo, mi viene         
a vista il tempo che ti s'apparecchia. 

I said these words to the very light 
that had just spoken and, as Beatrice wished, 
my wish was now declared. 

Not with cloudy sayings, by which the foolish folk 
were once ensnared, before the Lamb of God, 
who takes away our sins, was slain, 

but in plain words and with clear speech 
that paternal love replied, 
hidden and yet revealed in his own smile: 

'Contingent things, which do not extend 
beyond the pages of your material world, 
are all depicted in the Eternal Sight, 

'yet are by that no more enjoined 
than is a ship, moved downstream on a river's flow, 
by the eyes that mirror it. 

'And thus, as harmony's sweet sound may rise 
from mingled voices to the ear, so rises to my sight 




Whilst Dante accepts Beatrice as the most adult love of his life, she issues him with a warning:

libero fu da ogne altro disire,        
fin che 'l piacere etterno, che diretto 
raggiava in Bëatrice, dal bel viso 
mi contentava col secondo aspetto. 

Vincendo me col lume d'un sorriso, 
ella mi disse: "Volgiti e ascolta; 
ché non pur ne' miei occhi è paradiso." 

my affections were released from any other longing 
as long as the eternal Beauty, 
shining its light on Beatrice, made me content 
with its reflected glow in her fair eyes. 

Conquering me with her radiant smile, 
she said: 'Turn now and listen: 








 The hard path of exile – the journey to self-knowledge 
Halfway through Paradise (XVII 58), Dante meets his spiritual master, Cacciaguida, who prophesies that Dante, will know exile; he will eat the salty bread of others, and discover how hard a path it is to climb down and up another's stairs.

Tu lascerai ogne cosa diletta 
più caramente; e questo è quello strale          
che l'arco de lo essilio pria saetta.         

Tu proverai sì come sa di sale          
lo pane altrui, e come è duro calle          
lo scendere e 'l salir per l'altrui scale.         

E quel che più ti graverà le spalle,         
sarà la compagnia malvagia e scempia          
con la qual tu cadrai in questa valle;         

che tutta ingrata, tutta matta ed empia          
si farà contr' a te; ma, poco appresso,         
ella, non tu, n'avrà rossa la tempia.         

Di sua bestialitate il suo processo          
farà la prova; sì ch'a te fia bello          
averti fatta parte per te stesso.         

'You shall leave behind all you most dearly love, 
and that shall be the arrow 
first loosed from exile's bow. 

'You shall learn how salt is the taste 
of another man's bread and how hard is the way, 
going down and then up another man's stairs. 

'But the heaviest burden your shoulders must bear 
shall be the companions, wicked and witless, 
among whom you shall fall in your descent. 

'They, utterly ungrateful, mad, and faithless, 
shall turn against you. But soon enough they, not you, 
shall feel their faces blushing past their brows. 

'Of their brutish state the results 
shall offer proof. And it shall bring you honor 




The moral that Cacciaguida teaches is self-knowledge. Cacciaguida’s long immersion into the divine intellect has made natural to him modes of thought which are beyond mortal understanding, but Dante understands the essential point well – that he is living not a tragedy, but a comedy, that there is a happy ending. Go down and tell all others this truth, Cacciaguida tells Dante. Dante promises Cacciaguida that he will do precisely this, becoming a poet who is a warrior bringing the truth. 

La luce in che rideva il mio tesoro 
ch'io trovai lì, si fé prima corusca,        
quale a raggio di sole specchio d'oro;        

indi rispuose: "Coscïenza fusca         
o de la propria o de l'altrui vergogna         
pur sentirà la tua parola brusca.        

Ma nondimen, rimossa ogne menzogna,        
tutta tua visïon fa manifesta;        
e lascia pur grattar dov' è la rogna.        

Ché se la voce tua sarà molesta         
nel primo gusto, vital nodrimento         
lascerà poi, quando sarà digesta.        

Questo tuo grido farà come vento, 
che le più alte cime più percuote;         
e ciò non fa d'onor poco argomento.        

Però ti son mostrate in queste rote,         
nel monte e ne la valle dolorosa         
pur l'anime che son di fama note,        

che l'animo di quel ch'ode, non posa         
né ferma fede per essempro ch'aia         
la sua radice incognita e ascosa,        
né per altro argomento che non paia." 

The light, in which the treasure that I found there 
had been smiling, now became resplendent 
as a mirror, golden in the sun, 

and then made this reply: 'A conscience dark, 
whether with its own or with a kinsman's shame, 
is sure to feel your words are harsh. 

'Nonetheless, forswear all falsehood, 
revealing all that you have seen, 
and then let him who itches scratch. 

'For, if your voice is bitter at first taste, 
it will later furnish vital nourishment 
once it has been swallowed and digested. 

'This cry of yours shall do as does the wind 
that strikes the highest peaks with greater force 
this loftiness itself no little sign of honor. 

'That is why you have been shown, within these wheels, 
upon the mountain, and in the woeful valley, 
those souls alone that are well known to fame, 

'since the mind of one who listens will not heed 
nor fix its faith on an example 
that has its roots in things unknown or hidden 









 The third Heaven – Venus – the Planet of Love 
The third Heaven is the Heaven of Venus, the Planet of Love where Dante makes clear that the life of erotic love and the establishment of a just political order are not only compatible but inextricably connected. The harlot Rahab [Paradiso IX] and Sordello's old mistress, Cunizza, reveal that Heaven is not for the puritans who are able to worship the spirit only by despising the flesh.

D'una radice nacqui e io ed ella:         
Cunizza fui chiamata, e qui refulgo          
perché mi vinse il lume d'esta stella;        

ma lietamente a me medesma indulgo         
la cagion di mia sorte, e non mi noia;        
che parria forse forte al vostro vulgo.         

Di questa luculenta e cara gioia         
del nostro cielo che più m'è propinqua, 

'This torch and I were born from a single root. 
Cunizza was my name and, overcome 
by this star's splendor, I shine here. 

'I gladly pardon in myself the reason for my lot, 
nor does it grieve me -- a fact that may 
seem strange, perhaps, to those unschooled among you. 

'Of this scintillating, precious jewel beside me 




Di questa luculenta e cara gioia         
del nostro cielo che più m'è propinqua,        
grande fama rimase; e pria che moia,        

questo centesimo anno ancor s'incinqua:        
vedi se far si dee l'omo eccellente,        
sì ch'altra vita la prima relinqua.         

E ciò non pensa la turba presente          
che Tagliamento e Adice richiude,         
né per esser battuta ancor si pente;         

ma tosto fia che Padova al palude          
cangerà l'acqua che Vincenza bagna,         
per essere al dover le genti crude;         

e dove Sile e Cagnan s'accompagna,         
tal signoreggia e va con la testa alta,         
che già per lui carpir si fa la ragna.         

Piangerà Feltro ancora la difalta          
de l'empio suo pastor, che sarà sconcia          
sì, che per simil non s'entrò in malta.         

Troppo sarebbe larga la bigoncia          
che ricevesse il sangue ferrarese,         
e stanco chi 'l pesasse a oncia a oncia,         

che donerà questo prete cortese          
per mostrarsi di parte; e cotai doni          
conformi fieno al viver del paese.         

Sù sono specchi, voi dicete Troni,         
onde refulge a noi Dio giudicante;        
sì che questi parlar ne paion buoni." 

'Of this scintillating, precious jewel beside me 
in this heaven, great fame was left on earth. 
And, before it dies away completely, 

'this centennial year will come again five times. 
Consider, then, should a man not strive to excel 
so that his first life leave behind a better? 

'Of this the present rabble there enclosed 
by the Tagliamento and the Àdige have no thought, 
nor, for all their scourgings, do they yet repent. 

'But soon the time will come when Padua shall stain 
the color of the water of Vicenza's marshes, 
because the people there resist their duty. 

'Where the rivers Sile and Cagnano converge, 
one man lords it, with his head held high --  
but even now the web is spun to catch him. 

'Feltre must still bewail the perfidy 
of her godless shepherd. This shall be so foul 
that, for its like, none yet has gone to prison. 

'Large indeed the vat would have to be 
to hold so much of Ferrarese blood, 
and weary he who had to weigh it ounce by ounce, 

'the blood this generous priest will offer as a gift 
to show his party just how staunch he is --  
such gifts will suit that city's way of life. 

'Above us are the mirrors you call Thrones. 
From them the judging God shines down on us, 




Dante understands that Love cannot be a purely personal matter but is political; it concerns relations to all others.





 Ascent through the heavens 
Dante keeps soaring through the heavens, Mercury, the fourth heaven, Mars, the fifth, Jupiter, the sixth. Souls form words in the sky.

Io vidi in quella giovïal facella         
lo sfavillar de l'amor che lì era          
segnare a li occhi miei nostra favella.        

In that torch of Jupiter I watched 
the sparkling of the love resplendent there 




David, Hezekiah, Trajan— all of them just leaders who become one creature, an eagle. It’s Dante’s imperial ideal again, promising the peace and unity of the universal good.

la testa e 'l collo d'un'aguglia vidi         
rappresentare a quel distinto foco.        

Quei che dipinge lì, non ha chi 'l guidi;        
ma esso guida, e da lui si rammenta         
quella virtù ch'è forma per li nidi.        

L'altra bëatitudo, che contenta          
pareva prima d'ingigliarsi a l'emme,        
con poco moto seguitò la 'mprenta.         

O dolce stella, quali e quante gemme          
mi dimostraro che nostra giustizia         
effetto sia del ciel che tu ingemme!         

Per ch'io prego la mente in che s'inizia         
tuo moto e tua virtute, che rimiri          
ond' esce il fummo che 'l tuo raggio vizia;         

sì ch'un'altra fiata omai s'adiri          
del comperare e vender dentro al templo         
che si murò di segni e di martìri. 

I saw an eagle's head and neck 
 take shape out of that overlay of fire. 

He who fashions there has need of none to guide Him 
but Himself. Thus we recognize as His 
the form that every bird takes for its nest. 

The other blessèd spirits, who seemed at first content 
to turn themselves into a lily on the M, 
with gentle motion joined, completing the design. 

O lovely star, how many and how bright the jewels 
that showed me that our earthly justice 
comes from that heaven, brilliant with your gems! 

Therefore, I entreat the Mind, in which your motion 
and your power begin, to look down on the source 
of smoke that dims your radiant beam, 

so that your wrath come down once more 
on those who buy and sell within the temple, 






 Paradise – seventh heaven 
The seventh heaven is Saturn. Dante ascends the stairway to delight. This is the heaven of contemplatives such as Pietro Damiano, who "enwombs himself" in love: "m'inventro" (Paradiso XXI 84).

It’s the image of circularity again, the connection of the end to origins. Again, we see light, love and the highest good as the return to origins.

Né venni prima a l'ultima parola,        
che del suo mezzo fece il lume centro,       
girando sé come veloce mola;       

poi rispuose l'amor che v'era dentro:        
"Luce divina sopra me s'appunta,        
penetrando per questa in ch'io m'inventro,        

la cui virtù, col mio veder congiunta,        
mi leva sopra me tanto, ch'i' veggio          
la somma essenza de la quale è munta.        

I had not yet quite finished with my words 
when the light began to spin around its core, 
whirling like a quickly turning millstone. 

Then the love that was within it spoke: 
'Divine light focuses on me, piercing 
the radiance that holds me in its womb. 

'Its power, conjoined with my own sight, 
raises me so far above myself that I can see 




It’s going home, the return to the source of life. The higher Dante ascends, the more homely the images become. As he becomes simple in means, Dante becomes rich in ends.

al servigio di Dio mi fe' sì fermo,        
che pur con cibi di liquor d'ulivi         
lievemente passava caldi e geli,        
contento ne' pensier contemplativi.         

'There I became so constant serving God, 
'my simple fare seasoned with olive oil alone, 
that I readily endured the heat and frost, 




The closer Dante approaches God, the more he sees the goodness and grace inherent in things, and the simpler his language becomes.

Così orai; e quella, sì lontana         
come parea, sorrise e riguardommi;        
poi si tornò a l'etterna fontana.         

E 'l santo sene: "Acciò che tu assommi         
perfettamente," disse, "il tuo cammino,        
a che priego e amor santo mandommi,         

vola con li occhi per questo giardino;        
ché veder lui t'acconcerà lo sguardo         
più al montar per lo raggio divino.        

E la regina del cielo, ond'ïo ardo         
tutto d'amor, ne farà ogne grazia,         
però ch'i' sono il suo fedel Bernardo."         

Qual è colui che forse di Croazia 
viene a veder la Veronica nostra,         
che per l'antica fame non sen sazia,         

ma dice nel pensier, fin che si mostra:         
"Segnor mio Iesù Cristo, Dio verace,         
or fu sì fatta la sembianza vostra?";        

tal era io mirando la vivace          
carità di colui che 'n questo mondo,         
contemplando, gustò di quella pace. 

"Figliuol di grazia, quest' esser giocondo,"         
cominciò elli, "non ti sarà noto,        
tenendo li occhi pur qua giù al fondo;        

ma guarda i cerchi infino al più remoto,         
tanto che veggi seder la regina          
cui questo regno è suddito e devoto."        

Io levai li occhi; e come da mattina         
la parte orïental de l'orizzonte          
soverchia quella dove 'l sol declina,        

così, quasi di valle andando a monte          
con li occhi, vidi parte ne lo stremo          
vincer di lume tutta l'altra fronte.         

This was my prayer. And she, however far away 
she seemed, smiled and looked down at me, 
then turned again to the eternal fountain. 

And the holy ancient spoke: 'So that you may achieve 
your journey's consummation now, 
both sacred love and prayer have sent me here:  

'Let your sight fly through this garden, 
for seeing it will help prepare your eyes 
to rise, along the beam of holy light. 

'And the Queen of Heaven, for whom I burn 
with love, will grant us every grace, 
since I am her own, her faithful Bernard.' 

As the man who, perhaps from Croatia, has come 
to set his gaze on our Veronica, 
his ancient craving still not satisfied, 

and who thinks to himself while it is shown: 
'My Lord Jesus Christ, God Himself, 
was this then how You really looked?', 

just so was I, gazing on the living love 
of him who, still within the confines of this world, 
in contemplation tasted of that peace. 

'Child of grace,' he said, 'you will not know 
this joyful state if you maintain your gaze, 
instead of upward, fixed down here. 

'Rather to the highest circles raise your eyes 
so that you may behold the queen enthroned, 
her to whom this realm is subject and devout.' 

I raised my eyes. As, at break of day, 
the eastern part of the horizon shines 
with a brighter glow than where the sun goes down, 

so, as though my eyes were moving from a valley 
up a mountain, I saw that one far crest 




Dante has this vision by virtue of following the traces of goodness and grace in the universe, all of which have led him to see God directly. The implication is that by following the same track, all may come to see the meaning of the universe. 

Già eran li occhi miei rifissi al volto          
de la mia donna, e l'animo con essi,         
e da ogne altro intento s'era tolto.         

E quella non ridea; ma "S'io ridessi,"         
mi cominciò, "tu ti faresti quale          
fu Semelè quando di cener fessi:        

ché la bellezza mia, che per le scale          
de l'etterno palazzo più s'accende,        
com' hai veduto, quanto più si sale,        

se non si temperasse, tanto splende,        
che 'l tuo mortal podere, al suo fulgore,        
sarebbe fronda che trono scoscende.         

Noi sem levati al settimo splendore,         
che sotto 'l petto del Leone ardente          
raggia mo misto giù del suo valore.        

Ficca di retro a li occhi tuoi la mente,        
e fa di quelli specchi a la figura          
che 'n questo specchio ti sarà parvente."        

Qual savesse qual era la pastura         
del viso mio ne l'aspetto beato         
quand' io mi trasmutai ad altra cura,        

conoscerebbe quanto m'era a grato          
ubidire a la mia celeste scorta,        
contrapesando l'un con l'altro lato. 

Now my eyes were fixed again 
upon my lady's face. And with my eyes, 
my mind drew back from any other thought. 

She was not smiling. 'If I smiled,' 
she said, 'you would become what Semele became 
when she was turned to ashes, 

'for my beauty, which you have seen 
flame up more brilliantly the higher we ascend 
the stairs of this eternal palace, 

'is so resplendent that, were it not tempered 
in its blazing, your mortal powers would be 
like tree limbs rent and scorched by lightning. 

'We have risen to the seventh splendor, 
which, beneath the burning Lion's breast, 
sends down its rays, now mingled with his power. 

'Set your mind behind your eyes 
so that they may become the mirrors for the shape 
that in this heaven's mirror will appear to you.' 

When I was told to set my mind on other things, 
only one who knew how much my eyes could feast 
upon that blessèd countenance 

would understand what joy it was to me 
but to obey my heavenly guide, 




The deeper Dante enters into the light that is Truth, the more his sight and understanding expand (XXX 52-54). 

The eyes, that heav'n with love and awe regards,
Fix'd on the suitor, witness'd, how benign
She looks on pious pray'rs: then fasten'd they
On th' everlasting light, wherein no eye

Of creature, as may well be thought, so far
Can travel inward.  I, meanwhile, who drew
Near to the limit, where all wishes end,

The ardour of my wish (for so behooved),
Ended within me. Beck'ning smil'd the sage,
That I should look aloft: but, ere he bade,

Already of myself aloft I look'd;
For visual strength, refining more and more,
Bare me into the ray authentical

Of sovran light.  Thenceforward, what I saw,
Was not for words to speak, nor memory's self
To stand against such outrage on her skill.

As one, who from a dream awaken'd, straight,
All he hath seen forgets; yet still retains
Impression of the feeling in his dream;

E'en such am I: for all the vision dies,
As 't were, away; and yet the sense of sweet,
That sprang from it, still trickles in my heart.

Dante’s journey is a journey into the self, going further and further into the pure realm of the mind, a world beyond the knowledge yielded by sense experience, a world in which such sense experience becomes more true and more fulfilling. Here, Dante achieves immaterial thought and existence. 

And here, Dante records what he finally sees: all the scattered diversity of the universe as words within the Word that worshipers call God, Logos.

come fec' io, per far migliori spegli         
ancor de li occhi, chinandomi a l'onda 
che si deriva perché vi s'immegli; 

than I, to make still better mirrors of my eyes, 
inclined my head down toward the water 




Omai sarà più corta mia favella, 




Vedi nostra città quant' ella gira;
vedi li nostri scanni sì ripieni, 
che poca gente più ci si disira. 

'See our city, with its vast expanse! 
See how many are the seats already filled -- 








 The eighth heaven 
By the time he reaches the eighth heaven, Dante is transported to the sphere of the fixed stars by a blink of Beatrice's eye. 

"Thou art so near the sum of blessedness,"
Said Beatrice, "that behooves thy ken
Be vigilant and clear.  And, to this end,

Or even thou advance thee further, hence
Look downward, and contemplate, what a world
Already stretched under our feet there lies:

So as thy heart may, in its blithest mood,
Present itself to the triumphal throng,
Which through the' etherial concave comes rejoicing."





 The ascent to God 
As he ascends, Dante’s sight improves. Whilst he feels his limits at each heaven, Dante transcends his boundaries like a butterfly emerging from its cocoon. He strains against the limits of all language to imagine God.

Se mo sonasser tutte quelle lingue          
che Polimnïa con le suore fero         
del latte lor dolcissimo più pingue,        

per aiutarmi, al millesmo del vero         
non si verria, cantando il santo riso         
e quanto il santo aspetto facea mero;         

e così, figurando il paradiso,        
convien saltar lo sacrato poema,        
come chi trova suo cammin riciso.

If at this moment all the tongues  
that Polyhymnia and her sisters nurtured 
with their sweetest, richest milk 

should sound to aid me now, their song could not attain 
one thousandth of the truth in singing of that holy smile 
and how it made her holy visage radiant. 

And so, in representing Paradise, 
the sacred poem must make its leap across, 




All we can know about God is that we can know nothing about Him. Yet the soul strains ever upward to know (Paradiso XXIII 121-126). Meeting St Peter, Dante remarks that Peter no longer needs faith since he now sees what he used only to believe. (Paradiso XXIV 61-66). 

Faith of things hop'd is substance, and the proof 
Of things not seen; and herein doth consist 
Methinks its essence.

fede è sustanza di cose sperate          
e argomento de le non parventi;        
e questa pare a me sua quiditate." 

'faith is the substance of things hoped for, 
the evidence of things that are not seen. 








 Dante the Affirmative Way and the Negative Way 

Christians over the centuries have felt called to pursue through prayer and meditation a direct experience of the presence of God. The Negative Way refers to stripping away all images, concepts, and ideas of God so as to make room for God Himself. The approach clearly requires spiritual discipline and patience. This is the unmediated, direct way of approaching and coming to see God face-to-face. The Affirmative Way is to see God in and through the images that bear His likeness. The presence of God can be seen and felt everywhere by way of analogy. Things we do or experience in everyday life are like God in some way or manner. Like Dante, a person may look upon another human being as encapsulating life’s meaning and goal. Contemplating and worshipping the glory revealed by that person becomes the contemplation and worship of God Himself. The image can be non-human. With a sense of the numinous, we can feel or sense the presence of God everywhere. The feeling is awesome and wondrous. Kant found that feeling in the starry heavens above and the moral law within. It is the feeling that we are in the presence of something greater than ourselves. In the Idea of the Holy, Rudolf Otto wrote of experiencing the divine as a mysterium tremendum et fascinans, a mystery that fills us with awe, that fascinates us, and draws us to it. The numinous is a power that attracts and unites all human beings to God as something theologian Paul Tillich conceives as 'Ultimate Concern' with respect to 'the Ground of our Being'.





 The ninth heaven – imparadise 
Reaching the ninth heaven, Dante, although blinded by the light, sees clearly that God is the true author of the cosmos. And with the revelation that God is more essentially love than faith or hope, Dante's sight is restored. He can see Beatrice again. She will now "imparadise" his mind— "quella che 'mparadisa la mia mente" (XXVIII 3). Carey translates this as: “So she who doth imparadise my soul”. Literary linguist Margherita Muller clarified the meaning to me – Beatrice is going to ‘make a paradise’ of Dante’s mind.

Poscia che 'ncontro a la vita presente
d'i miseri mortali aperse 'l vero
quella che 'mparadisa la mia mente,

come in lo specchio fiamma di doppiero
vede colui che se n'alluma retro,
prima che l'abbia in vista o in pensiero,

e sé rivolge per veder se 'l vetro
li dice il vero, e vede ch'el s'accorda
con esso come nota con suo metro;

così la mia memoria si ricorda
ch'io feci riguardando ne' belli occhi
onde a pigliarmi fece Amor la corda. 

When she who does imparadise my mind 
had revealed the truth against 
the present life of wretched mortals,  

then, as one whose way is lit by a double-candled lamp 
held at his back, who suddenly in a mirror sees 
the flame before he has seen or even thought of it 

and turns to see if the glass is telling him the truth, 
and then sees that it reflects things as they are -- 
as notes reflect the score when they are sung -- 

just so do I remember having done, 
gazing into the beautiful eyes 






 The Primum Mobile - The cosmic dance 

Dante reaches the Primum Mobile, the rim of the wheel on which Heaven spins, where there is no space, time or physical being. 

At this point, the mind and the planets join together in a kind of cosmic dance, music and harmony.

Mira quel cerchio che più li è congiunto;
e sappi che 'l suo muovere è sì tosto
per l'affocato amore ond' elli è punto."

E io a lei: "Se 'l mondo fosse posto
con l'ordine ch'io veggio in quelle rote,
sazio m'avrebbe ciò che m'è proposto;

ma nel mondo sensibile si puote
veder le volte tanto più divine,
quant' elle son dal centro più remote.

'Observe that circle nearest it, 
and understand its motion is so swift 
because it is spurred on by flaming love.' 

And I to her: 'If the universe were arranged 
in the order I see here among these wheels 
I would be content with what you've set before me. 

'However, in the world of sense we see 
the farther from the center they revolve 




It’s an image of the circularity of life, of wheels revolving in ‘wondrous harmony’. 

"It is no marvel, if thy fingers foil'd
Do leave the knot untied: so hard 't is grown
For want of tenting."  Thus she said: "But take,"

She added, "if thou wish thy cure, my words,
And entertain them subtly.  Every orb
Corporeal, doth proportion its extent

Unto the virtue through its parts diffus'd.
The greater blessedness preserves the more.
The greater is the body (if all parts

Share equally) the more is to preserve.
Therefore the circle, whose swift course enwheels
The universal frame answers to that,

Which is supreme in knowledge and in love
Thus by the virtue, not the seeming, breadth
Of substance, measure, thou shalt see the heav'ns,

Each to the' intelligence that ruleth it,
Greater to more, and smaller unto less,
Suited in strict and wondrous harmony."

Ma nel commensurar d'i nostri gaggi
col merto è parte di nostra letizia,
perché non li vedem minor né maggi.

Quindi addolcisce la viva giustizia
in noi l'affetto sì, che non si puote
torcer già mai ad alcuna nequizia.

Diverse voci fanno dolci note;
così diversi scanni in nostra vita
rendon dolce armonia tra queste rote.

'But noting how our merit equals our reward 
is part of our happiness, 
because we see them being neither less nor more. 

'So much does living justice sweeten our affection 
we cannot ever then take on 
the warp of wickedness. 

'Differing voices make sweet music. 
Just so our differing ranks in this our life 




The Primum Mobile has no human interlocutors and has no need of them. Instead of radiant souls, Dante sees a hypnotic geometrical figure, an infinitesimally small and infinitely bright point of light surrounded by nine whirling circles representing the angelic hierarchies. This vision and the structure of the nine earth-centered spheres through which Dante has just passed relate to each other as "model" ("l'essemplo") and "copy" ("l'essemplare"). 

ma nel mondo sensibile si puote         
veder le volte tanto più divine,        
quant' elle son dal centro più remote.        

Onde, se 'l mio disir dee aver fine          
in questo miro e angelico templo         
che solo amore e luce ha per confine,        

udir convienmi ancor come l'essemplo         
e l'essemplare non vanno d'un modo,        
ché io per me indarno a ciò contemplo." 

'However, in the world of sense we see 
the farther from the center they revolve 
the more divinity is in their orbits. 

'And so, if my desire to know shall gain its end 
in this rare temple of the angels, 
which has but light and love for boundaries, 

'then I still need to learn exactly why 
model and copy fail to follow the same plan, 




As diagrams, the model and the geocentric copy would look identical. The difference is that the model, the vision of the angelic hierarchies, would be closest to God. The angels are the movers of the spheres in Dante's cosmology. Their velocity is a sign of their vision of God and the love that attends their intellection. In order to account for the relationship between the innermost angelic choir and the outermost material sphere, Beatrice substitutes the variable of velocity for that of size. The two universes, of model and of copy, are both governed by the "point on which the heavens and nature depend."

"Da quel punto depende il cielo e tutta la natura. 




In a quantum world, there has been a temptation to turn Dante’s vision into a psychic physics that remains, however visionary, within the material world. That visionary materialism ends here with a dazzling fusion of science and poetry. James Merrill writes of ‘the hallucinatory wonder’ of Dante’s vision here, drawing an analogy between a model of electrons whirling round and the abstracted solar system. 

It’s an attractive vision, and maybe even a fitting conclusion. The new physics is revealing that we live in a ‘participatory universe’ (Wheeler in Wheeler and Zurek 1983: 194). And scientists of a poetic persuasion may be tempted to end the journey here. 

Li cerchi corporai sono ampi e arti 
secondo il più e 'l men de la virtute 
che si distende per tutte lor parti. 

Maggior bontà vuol far maggior salute; 
maggior salute maggior corpo cape, 
s'elli ha le parti igualmente compiute. 

Dunque costui che tutto quanto rape 
l'altro universo seco, corrisponde 
al cerchio che più ama e che più sape: 

per che, se tu a la virtù circonde 
la tua misura, non a la parvenza 
de le sustanze che t'appaion tonde, 

tu vederai mirabil consequenza          
di maggio a più e di minore a meno,         
in ciascun cielo, a süa intelligenza." 

'The material heavens are wide or narrow 
according as power, greater or less, 
is diffused through all their parts. 

'Greater goodness makes for greater blessedness, 
and greater bliss takes on a greater body 
when all its parts are equal in perfection. 

'This sphere, therefore, which sweeps into its motion 
the rest of the universe, must correspond 
to the ring that loves and knows the most, 

'so that, if you apply your measure, 
not to their appearances but to the powers themselves 
of the angels that appear to you as circles, 

'you will see a marvelous congruence, 
larger with more, smaller with less, in each sphere 




As heady as that vision is, it isn’t Dante’s final vision. For we are still in the physical realm. For Dante, the Primum Mobile is the "maggior corpo" ("greatest body") of the material heavens. Its velocity is a function of the desire for the Empyrean. We come now to the poem's epiphany, journey’s end – the Empyrean. The Empyrean is the immaterial heaven, a heaven of "pure light, light intellectual full of love, love of true good full of joy, joy that transcends every sweetness" (Paradiso XXX 39—42). (del maggior corpo al ciel ch'è pura luce: luce intellettüal, piena d'amore;  amor di vero ben, pien di letizia; letizia che trascende ogne dolzore.)

To enter the Empyrean is to move from time to eternity. A temporary blinding by a swath of light prepares Dante for a new order of vision. The first thing he sees is a river flowing between two banks "painted with marvelous spring," with "living sparks" coming and going between the river and its blossoming banks. This jewel-like spring landscape merely outlines the contours of what is to come; it is a "shadowy preface of its truth." 

Anche soggiunse: "Il fiume e li topazi 
ch'entrano ed escono e 'l rider de l'erbe 
son di lor vero umbriferi prefazi.

Non che da sé sian queste cose acerbe;        
ma è difetto da la parte tua,        
che non hai viste ancor tanto superbe." 

Then she continued: 'The river, the topazes 
that enter and leave it, and the laughter of the meadows 
are all shadowy prefaces of their truth, 

'not that these things are in themselves unripe,  
but because the failure lies with you, 




Dante undergoes an ocular baptism; his eyes drink from the linear river of light and, as his sight improves, the line ("sua lunghezza") becomes a circle ("tonda") and the preface to truth becomes its "reality." 

e sì come di lei bevve la gronda 
de le palpebre mie, così mi parve 
di sua lunghezza divenuta tonda. 

and no sooner had the eaves of my eyelids 
drunk deep of that water than to me it seemed 




Dante describes the experience as an unmasking. 

Poi, come gente stata sotto larve, 
che pare altro che prima, se si sveste 
la sembianza non süa in che disparve, 

così mi si cambiaro in maggior feste 
li fiori e le faville, sì ch'io vidi 
ambo le corti del ciel manifeste. 

Then, like people wearing masks, 
once they put off the likeness not their own 
in which they hid, seem other than before, 

the flowers and the sparks were changed before my eyes 
into a greater celebration, so that I saw, 




It is an unveiling in the manner of the rationalist tradition which holds that the more one pierces the veil of illusion, the more wonder the world reveals. Such visionaries hold that there is an ‘ultimate’ reality that is concealed behind the world as it appears to the senses. They promise that if we could penetrate the veil of illusion, we would see, hear and experience something truly extraordinary. Dante has brought us to this epiphanic moment. Dante gives us a triple rhyme on the word "vidi" – “I saw.”

Poi, come gente stata sotto larve,        
che pare altro che prima, se si sveste         
la sembianza non süa in che disparve,        

così mi si cambiaro in maggior feste         
li fiori e le faville, sì ch'io vidi         
ambo le corti del ciel manifeste.         

O isplendor di Dio, per cu' io vidi          
l'alto trïunfo del regno verace,        
dammi virtù a dir com'ïo il vidi!         

Lume è là sù che visibile face          
lo creatore a quella creatura          
che solo in lui vedere ha la sua pace.         

Then, like people wearing masks, 
once they put off the likeness not their own 
in which they hid, seem other than before, 

the flowers and the sparks were changed before my eyes 
into a greater celebration, so that I saw, 
before my very eyes, both courts of Heaven. 

O splendor of God, by which I saw 
the lofty triumph of the one true kingdom, 
grant me the power to tell of what I saw! 

There is a light above that makes the Creator 
visible to every creature 




Vidi is the only word in the whole poem other than "Cristo" which Dante rhymes on itself. ‘I saw’ is the key phrase in Dante’s transformatory visionary experience. One recalls here the number of times the words ‘I saw’ are used in the book of Revelations. ‘Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away… I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem’. (Rev 21: 1-2). As old order passes away, we come to see the true reality for the first time. ‘Apocalypse’ is an uncovering, a Revelation. It is about the beginning of times as of the end, revealing a deeper truth hidden from the senses. Etymologically, the Greek word apokalyptein is derived from apo-, meaning 'from', and kalyptein, 'to cover or conceal'. The technical meaning of ‘Apocalypse’ entails a personal transformation, a transformation in vision, a wider transformation involving the creation of a new world as an appreciation of the one and true world. This is all contained in what Dante means by unmasking.

The Commedia is a revelation. Dante describes the unveiling of reality to reveal the goodness at the heart of the universe. It is a goodness we may all share in.

Poi cominciò: "Colui che volse il sesto 
a lo stremo del mondo, e dentro ad esso 
distinse tanto occulto e manifesto, 

non poté suo valor sì fare impresso 
in tutto l'universo, che 'l suo verbo 
non rimanesse in infinito eccesso. 

E ciò fa certo che 'l primo superbo, 
che fu la somma d'ogne creatura, 
per non aspettar lume, cadde acerbo; 

e quinci appar ch'ogne minor natura 
è corto recettacolo a quel bene 
che non ha fine e sé con sé misura. 

Dunque vostra veduta, che convene 
essere alcun de' raggi de la mente 
di che tutte le cose son ripiene, 

non pò da sua natura esser possente 
tanto, che suo principio non discerna 
molto di là da quel che l'è parvente. 

Però ne la giustizia sempiterna 
la vista che riceve il vostro mondo, 
com' occhio per lo mare, entro s'interna; 

che, ben che da la proda veggia il fondo, 
in pelago nol vede; e nondimeno 
èli, ma cela lui l'esser profondo. 

Lume non è, se non vien dal sereno 
che non si turba mai; anzi è tenèbra 
od ombra de la carne o suo veleno. 

Assai t'è mo aperta la latebra 
che t'ascondeva la giustizia viva, 
di che facei question cotanto crebra; 

Then it began: 'He who with His compass 
drew the boundaries of the world and then, within them, 
created distinctions, both hidden and quite clear, 

'did not imprint His power so deep 
throughout the universe that His Word 
would not with infinite excess surpass His making. 

'In proof of this, the first and prideful being, 
who was created highest of all creatures, 
by not waiting for the light, plummeted unripe. 

'And thus it is clear that every lesser nature 
is too small a vessel for that goodness 
which has no limit, which is measured by itself alone. 

'Thus your vision, which must be
but a single ray of many in the mind 
of Him of whom all things are full, 

'by its nature must not have such power 
that it should not perceive its source 
as lying far beyond all it can see. 

'Thus, the vision granted to your world 
may make its way into eternal justice 
as deep as eyes may penetrate the sea. 

'From shore they well may glimpse the bottom, 
but not once out upon the open sea, 
and yet it is there, hidden in the depths. 

'No light is never overcast unless it comes 
from that clear sky which always shines. All others 
darken in the shadow or the bane of flesh. 

'Now the hiding-place has been laid bare 
that concealed from you the living justice 






 God in a singular star 

And then Dante addresses God—who is the light in a singular star.

Oh trina luce che 'n unica stella    
scintillando a lor vista, sì li appaga! 

O threefold Light, which, in a single star 




Dante wishes to see more, turning to Beatrice for help. Instead, he finds Bernard of Clairvaux, his third and final guide. Beatrice had tried to show Dante Heaven. Bernard knows that Heaven cannot be shown. "Whither is she vanish'd?"  straight I ask'd.

E "Ov' è ella?" sùbito diss' io.          
Ond' elli: "A terminar lo tuo disiro           
mosse Beatrice me del loco mio;        

e se riguardi sù nel terzo giro         
dal sommo grado, tu la rivedrai         
nel trono che suoi merti le sortiro."        

Sanza risponder, li occhi sù levai,        
e vidi lei che si facea corona         
reflettendo da sé li etterni rai.        

Da quella regïon che più sù tona         
occhio mortale alcun tanto non dista,        
qualunque in mare più giù s'abbandona,         

quanto lì da Beatrice la mia vista;        
ma nulla mi facea, ché süa effige          
non discendëa a me per mezzo mista.        

"O donna in cui la mia speranza vige,        
e che soffristi per la mia salute          
in inferno lasciar le tue vestige,        

di tante cose quant' i' ho vedute,        
dal tuo podere e da la tua bontate         
riconosco la grazia e la virtute.        

Tu m'hai di servo tratto a libertate         
per tutte quelle vie, per tutt' i modi         
che di ciò fare avei la potestate.        

La tua magnificenza in me custodi,        
sì che l'anima mia, che fatt' hai sana,        
piacente a te dal corpo si disnodi."        

Così orai; e quella, sì lontana         
come parea, sorrise e riguardommi;        
poi si tornò a l'etterna fontana.         

E 'l santo sene: "Acciò che tu assommi         
perfettamente," disse, "il tuo cammino,        
a che priego e amor santo mandommi,         

vola con li occhi per questo giardino;        
ché veder lui t'acconcerà lo sguardo         
più al montar per lo raggio divino. 

Then 'Where is she?' I asked at once 
and he replied: 'To lead your longing to its goal 
Beatrice called me from my place. 

'If you raise your eyes to the third circle 
below the highest tier, you shall see her again, 
now on the throne her merits have assigned.' 

Without a word, I lifted up my eyes 
and saw that she, reflecting the eternal rays, 
appeared to be encircled by a crown. 

From the highest region where the thunder breaks 
down to the bottom of the deepest sea, 
no mortal eye is ever quite so far 

as was my sight removed from Beatrice. 
Yet to me that mattered not, because her image 
came down undimmed by anything between. 

'O lady who give strength to all my hope 
and who allowed yourself, for my salvation, 
to leave your footprints there in Hell, 

'of all the many things that I have seen, 
I know the grace and virtue I've been shown 
come from your goodness and your power. 

'It is you who, on no matter what the path, 
have drawn me forth from servitude to freedom 
by every means that you had in your power. 

'Keep your munificence alive in me, so that 
my soul, which you have healed, 
may please you when it leaves its mortal frame.' 

This was my prayer. And she, however far away 
she seemed, smiled and looked down at me, 
then turned again to the eternal fountain. 

And the holy ancient spoke: 'So that you may achieve 
your journey's consummation now, 
both sacred love and prayer have sent me here:  

'Let your sight fly through this garden, 
for seeing it will help prepare your eyes 




"Where is she?" Dante asks, and he sees that Beatrice is where she has always been, in the third rank of Heaven, below Mary, John, Peter, Adam and Moses. Dante cannot speak to her anymore. But Beatrice speaks to him, inviting him to look directly at God.

And now, Dante has the opportunity to accomplish the task he has journeyed so far to attempt — to tell Beatrice what he failed to tell her on earth:

Tu m'hai di servo tratto a libertate per tutte quelle vie, per tutt' i modi che di ciò fare avei la potestate.





In his farewell thanks to Beatrice, Dante shows himself to be gratefully aware that his release from the restrictions of sin and ignorance is a God-led movement. In thanking her for all she has done for him, Dante understands Beatrice to be God's agent: 'You have drawn me from slavery to freedom,' (Paradiso XXXI  85).

di tante cose quant' i' ho vedute, dal tuo podere e da la tua bontate riconosco la  grazia e la virtute.

through your power and your excellence alone have I recognized the goodness and the grace inherent in the things I have been shown.

[Paradiso XXXI 82-87; trans. Ciardi]

di tante cose quant' i' ho vedute,        
dal tuo podere e da la tua bontate         
riconosco la grazia e la virtute.        

Tu m'hai di servo tratto a libertate         
per tutte quelle vie, per tutt' i modi         
che di ciò fare avei la potestate.        

'of all the many things that I have seen, 
I know the grace and virtue I've been shown 
come from your goodness and your power. 

'It is you who, on no matter what the path, 
have drawn me forth from servitude to freedom 








 The farewell to Beatrice 

And so, in the Empyrean, Dante bids farewell to Beatrice. Beatrice returns to the " throne her merits have assigned." (XXXI 69). Dante had received no warning that Beatrice would take her leave. Dante's praise of Beatrice had been fulsome throughout the Paradise: "she who imparadises [his] mind." As Dante’s ascent through the spheres progressed, Beatrice’s beauty had increased until it transcends all attempts at measurement: "The beauty I behold transcends measure not only beyond our reach, but I truly believe that He alone who made it can enjoy it all" (Paradiso XXX 19—21). (“La bellezza ch'io vidi si trasmoda non pur di là da noi, ma certo io credo che solo il suo fattor tutta la goda.”)

In his final address to Beatrice, Dante applies the familiar "tu" form to her for the first time. He delivers a prayer of thanksgiving for the salvific role she has played in his life. As Dante’s instructor, guide, and lure, Beatrice is an amalgam of Christ, Mary and the Church. Her beauty establishes a powerful link between love and knowledge. Dante’s enamoured mind ("mente innamorata," XXVII 88) speaks of the eroticization of knowledge. 

La mente innamorata, che donnea         
con la mia donna sempre, di ridure 
ad essa li occhi più che mai ardea; 

e se natura o arte fé pasture 
da pigliare occhi, per aver la mente,        
in carne umana o ne le sue pitture, 

tutte adunate, parrebber nïente 
ver' lo piacer divin che mi refulse,        
quando mi volsi al suo viso ridente.

My loving [enamoured] mind, which always lingers lovingly 
on my lady, ardently longed, still more than ever, 
to let my eyes once more be fixed on her. 

And if nature or art have fashioned lures 
of human flesh, or of paintings done of it, 
to catch the eyes and thus possess the mind, 

all these combined would seem as nothing 
compared to that divine beauty that shone on me 




‘My loving mind’, La mente innamorata, Dante’s ‘enamoured mind’. Dante follows through on the connection he asserts between intellect and love. In A Brief History of Time, Stephen Hawking writes of coming to know the mind of God as the ultimate triumph of human reason. Dante knew well that true knowledge is more than reason, but is ‘full of love’, ‘full of joy’, which makes it a ‘true good’. (Paradiso I 118-120; Paradiso XXX, 40-42). To be fair to Hawking, Dante did have Beatrice as his guide. Beatrice leads us to the mind of God. And this mind is beyond the measure of reason.

Ma ella, che vedëa 'l mio disire,       
incominciò, ridendo tanto lieta,       
che Dio parea nel suo volto gioire:         

"La natura del mondo, che quïeta          
il mezzo e tutto l'altro intorno move,         
quinci comincia come da sua meta;         

e questo cielo non ha altro dove          
che la mente divina, in che s'accende   
l'amor che 'l volge e la virtù ch'ei piove.         

Luce e amor d'un cerchio lui comprende,         
sì come questo li altri; e quel precinto          
colui che 'l cinge solamente intende.         

Non è suo moto per altro distinto, 
ma li altri son mensurati da questo,         
sì come diece da mezzo e da quinto;         

e come il tempo tegna in cotal testo          
le sue radici e ne li altri le fronde,         
omai a te può esser manifesto. 

But she, who knew my wish, began to speak, 
smiling with such gladness that her face 
seemed to express the very joy of God. 

'The nature of the universe, which holds 
the center still and moves all else around it, 
starts here as from its boundary line. 

'This heaven has no other where 
but in the mind of God, in which is kindled 
the love that turns it and the power it pours down. 

'Light and love enclose it in a circle, 
as it contains the others. Of that girding 
He that girds it is the sole Intelligence. 

'Its motion is not measured by another's, 
but from it all the rest receive their measures, 
even as does ten from its half and from its fifth. 

'How time should have its roots in a single flower pot 
and its foliage in all the others 




The moral centre of Heaven is love. More than beauty, this love penetrates, discloses and warms. The substance of this love is light, the light that enables us to see the shape of the cosmos, laid out like a rose for all the beautiful souls.

sì, soprastando al lume intorno intorno,        
vidi specchiarsi in più di mille soglie         
quanto di noi là sù fatto ha ritorno.        

E se l'infimo grado in sé raccoglie         
sì grande lume, quanta è la larghezza          
di questa rosa ne l'estreme foglie!        

La vista mia ne l'ampio e ne l'altezza         
non si smarriva, ma tutto prendeva         
il quanto e 'l quale di quella allegrezza. 

so I saw, rising above the light and all around it 
mirrored in more than a thousand tiers, 
all those of us who have returned on high. 

And, if the lowest of its ranks encloses 
a light so large, how vast is the expanse containing 
the farthest petals of this rose? 

Within that breadth and height, 
my sight was not confused but shared 




At this pinnacle of perception all the fires Dante has seen and felt are resolved into a sweet red rose, the symbol of love.

 The suspension of natural law in the paradisal condition  

There that which we hold by faith shall be seen, not demonstrated, but known of itself like the first truth that man believes (Paradiso II 31-43).

S'io era corpo, e qui non si concepe          
com' una dimensione altra patio, 
ch'esser convien se corpo in corpo repe, 

accender ne dovria più il disio 
di veder quella essenza in che si vede          
come nostra natura e Dio s'unio. 

Lì si vedrà ciò che tenem per fede,         
non dimostrato, ma fia per sé noto          
a guisa del ver primo che l'uom crede.         

If I was there in flesh -- on earth we can't conceive 
how matter may admit another matter to it, 
when body flows into, becomes another body – 

that, all the more, should kindle our desire 
to see the very One who lets us see 
the way our nature was conjoined with God. 

What now we take on faith will then be seen, 
not demonstrated but made manifest, 




Dante shares in the tradition which celebrated the "incomprehensible" and "incredible" the fundamental mysteries of the Christian faith. If the question of how two bodies can occupy one space links Dante's journey with the theology of the Incarnation, the second question, whether one body can occupy more than one space, also has both representational and theological import. Dante's fiction that the souls appear in the spheres and yet are in the Empyrean recalls a persistent theological debate about how Christ can be both in heaven and present in the consecrated Host. Just as with the blessed, both things were said to be true in a suspension of natural law. (Jacoff 2003: 220/221).

The Empyrean is the site of precisely such suspension.

Presso e lontano, lì, né pon né leva:         
ché dove Dio sanza mezzo governa,         
la legge natural nulla rileva.         







 The return of creature to creator 
 The divine glory in all creation  
The Paradiso posits the end point of the journey at the beginning. The opening terzina proclaims the divine glory that shines through and is reflected back through the universe.

La gloria di colui che tutto move per l'universo penetra, e resplende in una parte più e meno altrove.









 From material to immaterial – utter transcendence 




 God as perfect movement 
For Dante, there is one fundamental aspect of God's nature which human reason alone cannot reach, and this is the truth that God's life is perfect movement. By this, Dante did not mean movement as the acquisition of some missing quality, which implies a lack. Nor did he mean that movement as a divinely contented solipsism, a familiar philosophical view in Dante's age. Rather, Dante is referring to movement in its most broad and most profound sense, the interpersonal life of understanding and love. For Dante, the striving of the human being to attain individual perfection in knowledge and love, and, at the same time, perfection in and through community with others, has its source in the already perfect life of the Trinity. As Christopher Ryan explains: ‘The Godhead is not possessed alone, but is lived in different ways by three persons: as fount of all life it is the Father; as shared in reflective awareness it is the Son or Word; as loved in mutual joy by the Father and the Son it is the Holy Spirit.’ (Ryan 2003: 152). Dante can make no sense of how three persons can share the one substantial being, no more than any other Christian can. But like other Christians, he accepted the doctrine, and, further, drew inspiration from it. In his confession of faith to St. Peter, Dante declares of the doctrine of the Trinity:

" Quest' è 'l principio, quest' è la favilla che si dilata in fiamma poi vivace, e come Stella in cielo in me scintilla."







 Trinity as circle of perfect motion – movement  
Dante depicts the Trinity as three circles, which is significant. The circle is the symbol of perfect motion — even and without beginning or end (XXX). 





 The Empyrean –squaring the circle 

In the sequences leading to the final vision, Dante becomes a more adequate perceiver. The object of his perception remains the same, but it starts to appear under different aspects: "Not because more than one simple semblance was in the Living Light wherein I was gazing, which ever is such as it was before; but through my sight, which was growing strong in me as I looked, one sole appearance, even as I changed, was altering itself to me" (XXXIII, 109-13). 

Non perché più ch'un semplice sembiante        
fosse nel vivo lume ch'io mirava,        
che tal è sempre qual s'era davante;        

ma per la vista che s'avvalorava         
in me guardando, una sola parvenza,        
mutandom' io, a me si travagliava.         

Not that the living Light at which I gazed 
took on other than a single aspect -- 
for It is always what It was before -- 

but that my sight was gaining strength, even as I gazed 
at that sole semblance and, as I changed, 




The philosophical vision in which "substance and accidents and their relations" are bound together give way to a geometrical and Trinitarian image of "three circles of three colours and one magnitude." Dante's Trinity is seen in its inner relation, "smiling upon itself" (XXXIII, 126). 

O luce etterna che sola in te sidi,         
sola t'intendi, e da te intelletta          
e intendente te ami e arridi!        

O eternal Light, abiding in yourself alone, 
knowing yourself alone, and, known to yourself 




We approach the conclusion. As Dante struggles to square the circle, he is struck by a bolt of lightning. At which point, Dante’s visionary powers fail him. But that there is a vision is clear all the same.

Qual è 'l geomètra che tutto s'affige 
per misurar lo cerchio, e non ritrova, 
pensando, quel principio ond' elli indige, 

tal era io a quella vista nova: 
veder voleva come si convenne 
l'imago al cerchio e come vi s'indova; 

ma non eran da ciò le proprie penne: 
se non che la mia mente fu percossa 
da un fulgore in che sua voglia venne.         
A l'alta fantasia qui mancò possa; 

Like the geometer who fully applies himself  
to square the circle and, for all his thought, 
cannot discover the principle he lacks, 

such was I at that strange new sight. 
I tried to see how the image fit the circle 
and how it found its where in it. 

But my wings had not sufficed or that 
had not my mind been struck by a bolt 
of lightning that granted what I asked. 










12 The love that moves the stars…
Paradiso unites the quests for love, for the language which expresses love and for God, the exemplar of love. In Paradise, we learn that love gives us the power of gods.

It should be clear by now that Beatrice is not Dante’s object in this quest for love, only the second guide in this quest. Superficially, the canticle appears to be the story of sweethearts reuniting beyond the grave. But that isn't the meaning of the story at all. For all of Dante’s love for Beatrice, there is no evidence that she even noticed that he even existed during her life.


Henry Holiday Dante and Beatrice
[One of my favourite paintings in the Walker Art Gallery in Liverpool, Merseyside, UK.]

If there is a moral here it may be true love, the love born of goodness and grace, far exceeds the grasp of our mortal minds. This conclusion packs a far bigger punch than the reunion of two old lovers beyond the grave, a familiar poetic trope. Dante’s ultimate vision of love, the last vision of Paradiso, is much more profound, much more potent.

Dante ends each canticle of the Commedia with the stars. In Inferno, he and Virgil take a hidden road back to the faint glimmerings of the stars. 

E quindi uscimmo a riveder le stelle. 





In Purgatorio, he is "pure and ready to ascend to the stars." 

He ends the Paradiso with these words:

A l'alta fantasia qui mancò possa;
ma già volgeva il mio disio e 'l velle,
sì come rota ch'igualmente è mossa,
I'amor che move il sole e I'altre stelle.

At this point power failed high fantasy 
but, like a wheel in perfect balance turning, I felt my will and my desire turned 








 Dante’s return to Earth 
Stars may be the last word of the poem, but the final vision of Paradiso is love, amor: love is journey’s end. The moral is not about the stars but about the love that moves the stars. Whilst looking up to the stars, Dante is already falling back down to earth. But Dante is not back where he began, alone in the dark wood. He is returning in light of experience and it is in this light that he writes. Dante is now ready to write his poem. And the journey doesn’t end there. William Cook is right. One reads the Comedy first as a seeker, then as a poet and finally as a creator.

Dante’s practical intent requires him to return to earth and communicate his vision to others. But he is aware that he needs to do this without claiming to speak for God.

Dante was engaged in a quest which transcends words; he wanted to see what cannot be written. Dante returns and comes to terms with human limits. Dante’s final vision is of the soul’s desire fulfilled, an integration with creation. In coming to know God, the intellect comes to know all that can possibly be known. There is no ultimate triumph of human reason in Hawking’s scientific sense. Such reason can never know the mind of God, only itself. Such reason could start by knowing its limits, knowing what it can know before seeing what it does know. But I’ll give Hawking a clue: true knowledge is existential, not just intellectual, affective as well as cognitive.

The will attains perfection in willing itself to love. Dante has finally become what Guido Cavalcanti, his friend and mentor, said he was: "Dante, un sospiro messagger del core"—"Dante, you are a sigh, like a messenger of the heart."

‘In the end is my beginning and in the beginning is my end." TS Eliot follows in Dante’s footsteps as he returns to earth to begin the journey anew. 

We shall not cease from exploration,
And the end of all our exploring 
Will be to arrive where we started 
And know the place for the first time. 

T. S. Eliot, Little Gidding

This is comedy, not tragedy. Dante ends by giving us the hope that we may attain happiness, a true happiness, a happiness which is more than the mere opportunity to embark on a journey, but to start life over as a matter of moral choice, an undertaking, returning to Hell stronger, travelling through Purgatory lighter, and reaching Paradise ever closer to perfection. 

Dante takes us as far as words and images can take us. After that, the journey is our own. But Dante gives us the happy ending which inspires hope, the ideal which we make an object of our willing. Like despair, hope is a self-fulfilling prophecy. It’s a matter of our moral choice which direction we take. Failing to choose is itself a choice, a choice not to act. Dante refuses to allow us the comfort zone of moral neutrality. 

In his latest book, The Silence of Animals, philosopher John Gray returns to his dominant theme of 'progress' as a delusion. He makes many good points, but his argument is premised on the meaningless of existence, something which he says is liberatory. Giordano Bruno also argued for the dethronement of human beings from the centre of Creation. This conception is liberatory, Bruno argues, to the extent that we come to see the whole universe as alive, and see ourselves as an aspect of that living whole. 

Such views are worth contemplating, particularly given all the signs of senility and self-destruction that a self-important modern civilisation is currently showing. A $1.7 trillion global arms budget at a time of ecological crisis is hardly evidence of the progress of reason. Viewing the Palaeolithic art in the caves at Lascaux, the artist Picasso declared: ‘We have invented nothing. We have made no progress in culture, although we have invented organized war on a massive scale’.

I have a lot of sympathy with Bruno’s position. I have a lot of sympathy with John Grey’s position. But I’m not sure that view is true to human nature. Accepting a humble place within the confines of natural cycles is not enough to sustain a human society, since it is a perspective that exists solely within the confines of the present. Such a view implies a small static existence that never looks outside or beyond its own narrow parameters. We know from historical experience that such societies are inert and become petrified. The human spirit yearns to break the confines of such narrow vision, it requires change and development beyond endless, repetitive cycles; it requires ideas and inspiration that transcend immediacy and develop human potentialities in a richer, more expansive way as levels of cognition are ascended. Transcendence may come in many forms. We can go there on account of our technical capacity, the use of which is delivering Hell on Earth and threatening to deprive us of a future. But there are many ways by which we may go to the stars. Dante gives us an altogether more sane and satisfying transcendence, one firmly grounded in realities. Dante gives us movement. His thought is dynamic. If human beings have to go somewhere, and it seems that they do, it makes sense to set them off on a journey with a happy ending. Dante takes us to the stars. Dante’s journey depends upon the exercise of the moral capacity that is innate to all human beings. Presently, we have the ‘mad flight’ of economic growth and technological innovation detached from ends. ‘Progress’ in these terms most certainly is delusional. On balance, I prefer Dante’s view of progress as a process of self-knowledge. Dante embodies transcendence in its purest and truest form. Industrial and technological transcendence is a short cut, a cheat, a rational madness that is transgressing our earthly boundaries but taking us to Hell, not Heaven.

But transcendence is necessary. It speaks to the human yearning for meaning. Whenever we have had societies that lacked a transcendental sense of hope, a sense of meaning, a sense of the future as something worth striving towards, they have tended to be bleak, bounded and oppressive. They soon close in on themselves. They confine the human soul and the human spirit until humanity breaks out in some mad venture, doomed to failure. (I write on this in Immanence, Transcendence and Essence, 2013, ch 11 ‘Beyond Heroic Materialism’.) We need the sense of hope for the future that the transcendent gives. And that's what Dante delivers, the ‘light transcendent’. That is the best that humanity can achieve. 

It’s an anthropomorphic view, admittedly. One can easily imagine the Earth as a Paradise teeming with life without the human species. Bruno’s view exposes our notions of progress as a convulsive self-importance. It could be that the human species is congenitally incapable of appreciating the gift of life on Earth. In which case we are dealing with a problem that lacks resolution, so we have to believe in progress. It may be a myth but maybe that’s what God is, a necessary myth to stop us going mad. In the Critique of Pure Reason, philosopher Immanuel Kant referred to God, the immortal soul, free will as ‘necessary presuppositions’ which are required if we are to have a moral life at all. (Kant 1965).

I’m sympathetic to the view. But, ultimately, Kant is agnostic on the good. He is walled in in his conceptual world and cannot access the good that Dante reveals as inhering in ontological nature. Kant’s moral system is intersubjective but, without the metaphysics concerning first and final cause, efficient causality and necessary being, there seems no way of avoiding the degeneration of necessary presuppositions into necessary illusions. Modernity thus dissolves into a polytheism of an irreducible subjectivism. God was not a necessary myth to Dante, but a real good that inheres in all things. Kant could never know ‘things-in-themselves’, hence his reliance on a self-legislating practical reason. That’s reason as its own foundation. The question remains as to what that reason is grounded in. In the tradition of Aristotle and Aquinas, Dante has a grounding for reason, for morality – an ontological nature.

I disagree with John Gray on many points, but his critique of the delusions of progress is worthy of consideration. However, this is what we are and this is who we are. We can be no other. Here we are, ensconced in the human condition. And since this is where we are, it is better to try to make the best of anthropomorphism rather than pretend that if we ignore it, it will go away. It’s certainly tempting to look at the empirical evidence – the war, the violence, the greed, the stupidity – and walk away, abandoning the human species as a botched job. But Dante saw all of those things, he experienced all of those things. His involvement in politics earned him a death sentence and a life of exile. Kenneth Clark in Civilisation quotes the artist Turner: 'Hope, hope, fallacious hope.' Turner was entirely without hope (Clark 1969: 309). Clark refers to ‘the fallacies of hope’. The fallacies of despair are no less in evidence, but are much less rewarding. 
Dante saw through the fallacies of despair. Despair feeds on itself. It is a self-immolation. Dante had the intellectual insight to see hope as more realistic than despair, and he had the moral courage to present the human species at its best, to show the best that human beings could be, and to pursue that ideal.

It’s interesting that Boccaccio, who always wrote in praise of sensual delights, of love and of women, started to feel religious scruples later in life. In the 19th-century Francesco De Sanctis described the Decameron as a “Human Comedy”, forming a counterpart to Dante's Divine Comedy. But Dante’s Comedy is a human comedy. The happy ending is happiness in the eudaimonistic sense of human fulfilment. It is more than this, of course. But Dante’s happy ending is certainly premised on the old Aristotelian distinction between human beings as they are and human beings as they could be. In his Politics, Aristotle distinguishes between existence and life to argue that the point of human life is not to live but to live well. (Bk 3). ‘It is clear then that all men aim at happiness and the good life’ (Bk 7). To eu zen is 'to live well'. A few lines below, Aristotle writes of living the 'good life' as to zen kalos, 'to live finely'. 

Dante is certainly in agreement with Aristotle that the purpose of human life is not just to live, but to live well. But Dante is also clear that to live well, human beings need a sense of the transcendent. 

That’s what Dante gives us, a sense of hope grounded in the human spirit. Despite a profound awareness of the depth of human sin and the suffering it causes, Dante answers the question as to whether happiness is possible in the affirmative. It's about finding your place in the wider scheme of things. And to do that, we have to believe that we are part of a greater whole. We have to believe that the world and our lives have meaning. And at that point, we come out of the chains of the ego and subordinate the self to a greater moral and social purpose. We see ourselves in others.

 Making meaning 
The search for God is a search for meaning. The reunion with God the Creator is itself an act of creation, human beings cooperating in realising the goodness at the heart of Creation. Likewise, the search for meaning is human moral agency in the process of making meaning. Dante’s journey is designed to set us on the path of investing life with meaning. The Commedia is an open invitation to get involved in the process of making meaning in the moral universe. This universe is a participatory universe. Dante insists on our moral and aesthetic collaboration with God in discerning and revealing the goodness in the world. Many times the reader is enjoined to envision the patterns that the movements of the heavenly bodies form across time and space. Dante’s universe is a moral order; its patterns show the existence of God.

Guardando nel suo Figlio con l'Amore 
che l'uno e l'altro etternalmente spira, 
lo primo e ineffabile Valore 

quanto per mente e per loco si gira 
con tant' ordine fé, ch'esser non puote 
sanza gustar di lui chi ciò rimira. 

Leva dunque, lettore, a l'alte rote 
meco la vista, dritto a quella parte 
dove l'un moto e l'altro si percuote; 

e lì comincia a vagheggiar ne l'arte 
di quel maestro che dentro a sé l'ama, 
tanto che mai da lei l'occhio non parte. 

Gazing on His Son with the Love 
the One and the Other eternally breathe forth, 
the inexpressible and primal Power 

made with such order all things that revolve 
that he who studies it, in mind and in space, 
cannot but taste of Him. 

With me, then, reader, raise your eyes 
up to the lofty wheels, directly to that part 
where the one motion and the other intersect, 

and from that point begin to gaze in rapture/gaze lovingly 
at the Master's work/art. He so loves it in Himself 




Here, Dante demarcates the equinoctal setting of the action by setting it into a geometrical pattern (four circles and three crosses) that we may diagram in the mind’s eye but can never actually see. The only way of translating these temporal motions into spatial forms is mental imagining. Dante is not merely asking us to raise our eyes upwards, he is asking us to use the inner vision, to look with what Plato in the Symposium called the eye of the mind. And this is not just an intellectual gaze. In a wonderfully sensual image, Dante enjoins us to "gaze in rapture’, ‘gaze lovingly’ ["vagheggiar"] at the Master's art, the Master’s work, He who within Himself so loves it that He never takes His eye from it. This idea of gazing in rapture recalls the way that Dante describes the fond gaze of the joyful Creator in Purgatorio, the experience of the human soul being ‘mossa da lieto fattore’, moved by a joyous maker (Purgatorio XVI 89). 

Vedi oggimai se tu mi puoi far lieto, 




You have the capacity for joy. You are born with it. You just need to use it. Now you know how to be happy, how to achieve happiness.

Lo rege per cui questo regno pausa 
in tanto amore e in tanto diletto, 
che nulla volontà è di più ausa, 

le menti tutte nel suo lieto aspetto 
creando, a suo piacer di grazia dota 
diversamente; e qui basti l'effetto. 

'The King, through whom this kingdom rests 
in love so great and in so great delight 
their will would never dare to ask for more, 

'creating every mind in His own bliss, 
variously bestows His grace and as He pleases -- 




Dante's idea of God the Creator is immersed in the sense of joy experienced in the act of creation and the happiness, or fulfilment, that is associated with the loving contemplation of the end product, the union of the artist and the artefact. This joyful energy of the Creator spreads out and permeates human creativity as well. Dante’s loving vision of union between Creator and Creation is an aesthetic vision; and it is an ethical vision. The good and the beautiful come together in the cognitive and affective reunion with the one and true reality. The search for God is an active process of making meaning. And in making meaning, creation becomes a co-creation. Thus enlightened and empowered, we return to Earth aware of the centrality of human creativity.









 The return to earth with self-knowledge 
At journey’s end, the soul is ready for action. It becomes possible to say yes to love and life.
The politics and the ethics of the common good, flourishing well and the good life come with a commitment which the atomised society of ‘free to choose’ individuals are ill-disposed and ill-equipped to bear. Yet, for all of the atomism and narcissism which characterises the modern world, human beings remain social beings. So it should come as no surprise that Dante’s fundamental questions resonate to the extent they do in our everyday life. That search for meaning continues and that movement of body and soul – what St Thomas Aquinas called agent intellect and the rational soul – concern us as much as they did Dante. Not that our search has anything like the clarity it did for Dante. Organised religion is showing all the stress and strain of having to demonstrate ‘relevance’ in a secular and individualist age. Plenty that Dante could take for granted with respect to ultimate ends, happiness and the good can no longer be assumed. The journey seems harder to make now than it was then, not least on account of our tendency to discard our moral powers in favour of our technological powers. But that only goes to make Dante an even more relevant and timely figure. Dante puts us back on the way to truth and goodness. (Jones 1995; Schaub 2003). The fact that we don’t believe doesn’t mean that grace and goodness are no longer inherent in all things, only that we choose not to see them.

This essay has been written as an attempt to encourage people to read Dante in general and the Comedy in particular as part of a commitment to embark on a journey that has the power to turn a person around and move the heavens at the same time. Heraclitus is famed for arguing that ‘you never step into the same river twice’. Plutarch (Qu. Nat. 9120) adds the explanation: 'for fresh waters are flowing on'. This statement is always read in terms of the constantly changing river, meaning that all things, objects, change. But it has a deeper meaning in terms of the transformation of the subject stepping into the river and not just the transformation of the object. The person stepping into the river also changes along with the river. That is how I read the Comedy, as a journey which changes the person, which transforms both the inner and the outer landscape. You travel through Hell, Purgatory and Paradise, changing with each experience to finally emerge as a changed person. That’s the turning around Dante writes of in that last line. That’s what brings us ever closer to fulfilment and perfection. 

In the modern world, where objective morality is said to have given way to irreducible subjective opinion and preference, we may despair of ever laying hold of the universal realm that Dante presents as a realm to aspire to and attain. It’s precisely that dissolution of morality into value judgement that makes Dante such a timely figure. We are the pilgrims lost in the dark dangerous wood. Enchained to immediate desires, we wallow in despair. It is in this condition that the Comedy challenges us, excites us, inspires us and ultimately satisfies us in body and soul. Make no mistake, Dante’s Paradiso is a vision of desire fulfilled. This is desire as substantial union of body and soul. Dante seeks to incarnate and body forth the truth. This is a fulfilment that transcends the desires of lust, pride and greed. These are the desires to which modern politics, business and popular culture pander to. They feed the physical self but starve the soul. But we need not despair of the universal realm. Despite the retreat of the public realm and the fracturing of society into a million million discrete atoms, human beings share and stand on common ground. Call it the common good, the common weal, it is justice as the social virtue par excellence. Or you can just call it love, that experience of opening out to others which expands the soul and transcends the desires of the egoistic self. 

Ahi anime ingannate e fatture empie,    
che da sì fatto ben torcete i cuori, 
drizzando in vanità le vostre tempie! 

Ah, souls beguiled, creatures without reverence, 
who wrench your hearts away from so much good 




Modern consumer society has dissolved public life into countless emptinesses. But Dante stands firmly on common ground and offers fullness. So long as love exists, human beings will always have something in common, a common ground upon which to stand, interact, relate and unite. We can crack the prisoner’s dilemma and escape the incarceration of egoistic desire. There is a strong political tradition concerning the common good. Beginning with Plato and Aristotle, Stoicism and the Natural Law, its influence runs all the way through to Rousseau’s Social Contract, Hegel’s Sittlichkeit, and Marx’s communism to the current communitarian tradition of MacIntyre, Sandel, Taylor. John Finnis writes well on the central principle of this ‘rational’ tradition:





The common good is central to Catholic social teaching. It would be no great revelation to anyone brought up within the tradition of St Thomas Aquinas to learn that the search for the Good and Just Society is all part of the search for God. That search draws us out of our egos and induces us to see the face of God in all others. That’s the universal chord that binds each to all.

Whilst Dante's hopes for the empire and the papacy, placed in their proper places, coming to serve the human good were dashed, the message of the Comedy remains as relevant today as it ever did. It could not be otherwise. The message is eternal and transcends whatever any time or place holds to be true with respect to the good and the just. For Dante, there is no relativism in morality, unless we are talking of our relations to our true selves, our relations to others, and our relations to the greater whole, the Higher Essence. That’s the kind of relationism within an interconnected whole that Dante would affirm. It’s an organic and holistic vision of ascending, interlacing purposes.

For Dante, there is such a thing as moral truth, there is an objective moral order. We attain beatitude to the extent to which we access that order and fulfil our deepest, innermost purposes. Certainly, Dante’s poetry will endure for the sublime song he generates from language. Dante’s skill as a poet will ensure that his reputation endures. Dante is a magician with words. One can admire the way that Dante can conjure up images with words, and be awestruck at the way he shapes those images. Dante would be in the top rank of the first rank of poets for the sheer beauty of his language. (And I’m talking only of Dante in the English here!!!) 

But Dante offers much, much more than even this. Embedded in the poetry is the distilled theological and philosophical wisdom of the centuries, setting Aristotelianism and Thomism to verse. There is Plato and Neoplatonism too. And more even than this there is Dante’s excursions into the land of the soul. Dante gives us a psychic exploration, even theatre. Dante reads the world but more than that he reads the soul. That’s the universal theme. That’s the common ground upon which we all stand. In his political, philosophical and poetic work, Dante targeted the central problem of human life – how are human beings to best live together as social individuals. Dante saw how factionalism in politics and selfish interest in the emerging capitalism of his day were conspiring to turn social individuals into private persons, divorcing them from the public life human beings need in order to flourish well. We live in a consumer society. We have ceased to be active citizens and have instead become passive consumers. In Consumed (2007), political theorist Benjamin Barber characterises the modern age in terms of an ‘infantilism’ engineered by consumerism. The constant pandering to wants and desires and emotions has induced the diminution of the intellect. Carl Gustav Jung wrote a famous book, Modern Man in Search of a Soul (2001). Wilhelm Ropke asks whether there is "any more certain way of desiccating the soul of man than the habit of constantly thinking about money and what it can buy? Is there a more potent poison than our economics system's all-pervasive commercialism?" (Ropke 1971: 113). Ropke demanded ‘a humane economy’. Dante gives us the humane comedy, holding out the promise of a fulfilled life. We see now how right Dante was from the very first in identifying greed as 'the evil that occupies the whole world'. (Purgatory XX 7-12). Seven hundred years before Benjamin Barber’s Consumed, Dante had pictured a hellish world of human beings engrossed in insatiable desire, enslaved to appetite. He sees greed as the evil occupying, filling, consuming the whole world.

ché la gente che fonde a goccia a goccia
per li occhi il mal che tutto 'l mondo occupa, 

for the people from whose eyes dissolves,  




The world is occupied by greed, all to feed the bottomless appetite! (Purgatorio XX 12). The hollow heart of such a world immersed in desire can never be filled. All it achieves is rampant individualism as a billion emptinesses. All the consumption in the world can never feed the big, aching gap where the soul once was.

Gramsci wrote somewhere that the old world is dying and the new one cannot be born; in the half-light, monsters arises. Emile Durkheim described the moral impasse of modernity when he declared that ‘the old gods are growing old or already dead, and others are not yet born." (Durkheim quoted by Taylor 1991: 11). In light of these observations, the scarcely reasoned nihilisms of postmodernism are merely variations of a modernism that has long since lost its moral and intellectual bearings.

In this situation, there are two paths before us:





It is worth pointing out the ancient Greek origin of the word ‘politics’ as polites, meaning those interested in public affairs. The antonym is idiotes, meaning those concerned only with private affairs. Those consumed by egoistic desires are idiots, cut off from the complete good that comes from participation in a public life. The growing distance between public concern and private idiocy threatens the collapse of the social order. When individuals are concerned only with private affairs, the common culture withers and dies. But that yearning for common identity and cause remains. Human beings are social beings and require a public life in order to flourish well as human beings. The denial of a genuine public life will see the essential human yearning for commonality expressed in other ways – football, music, fashion, in the worship of the new idols of money and power, and in the various collective fantasies and insanities that follow from this, in war, organised murder, xenophobia, racism … Counterfeit communities one and all. What is denied in the real will be projected upwards and visited on us all as death dealing fantasy.

It must be significant that as morality has been turned into a private affair, political and religious institutions and organisations have ceased to speak to the inner lives and inner convictions of individual men and women. It is as though morality, driven from the public sphere, is in retreat also in the private sphere. We find ourselves in the same position Dante found himself. We are in exile, both within and without. Both the outer and the inner landscapes have become alien terrains. We are strangers in a strange land. Most of all, we are strangers to ourselves. Jung’s search continues, but the soul is nowhere to be found. A contemporary reading of the Comedy is perfectly possible. We are alone, exiled, lost in the dark wood of moral despair. We need to embark on the journey of discovery, in search of the soul within and the soul without, the universal soul. 

Dante’s great achievement is to have given us a vision of the universal that recognises and incorporates differentiation. Dante recognises individual human beings in their uniqueness whilst setting us on the journey to heavenly communion. ‘Dante's heaven is populated by differentiated beings so radically unique that it is as if each were a separate species. We tend to judge one another by category (race, gender, class). In the theoria of heaven, we are judged as unique and unrepeatable individuals, not as members of a class or category. The thing that grips us about Dante's version of the spiritual journey is that the single human family is made up of specific people in specific places.’ (Jones 1995: 189-190). Dante offers a vision of unity in and through diversity, he offers us a divine ecology that recognises differentiation, interconnectedness, a genuine, living universalism that is composed of particularism. 

In Be Human or Die, Robert Waller writes of how the ideal of the universal comes to be corrupted into a top-down totalitarianism through the attempt to force a unity that can only be attained organically and by consent. (Waller 1973: 26-28). Dante gives us that consent by reconciling the particular and the universal within the whole. 

Alan Jones writes well here:

‘At the beginning of our journey, we saw the need to appreciate and enjoy the otherness of others. Heaven is the place where such otherness is honored to the full in a complementary way. In fact, heaven requires difference. Heaven is more true to itself the more beings there are who celebrate difference. Paradise is the vision of coherence—the way the universe is ordered so that each creature is truly itself, in full possession of its being because each has been liberated from the need to define itself against all the others. The structures of all the creatures resemble God, the Holy and Undivided Trinity in whom we find the twin principles of unity and difference. The more forms that are realized, the more perfectly does the universe resemble God. The principle is that stability and unity require infinite diversity. Desire—or better, love makes the world go round. This divine inner structure (of unity in diversity) to everything is what makes a family and a human community a political possibility. Dante knew Aristotle's maxim: "Man is an animal that is intended by nature to live in a polis." Dante's political anthropology had to include a vision for our inner and outer lives - a vision of church and empire, signifying our two complementary destinies as individuals and as citizens.’ (Jones 1995: 167).

Dante wrote at a time of massive institutional failure. By 1300, the empire and the papacy had fought each other to a standstill, weakening each other to such an extent that the French king could intervene and install a pope at Avignon. We, too, live at a time of institutional failure. Dante’s pertinence here lies in the way he understands institutional failure to be an existential crisis. The failure of the institutions which are charged with the task of regulating the common life for the common good destroys hopes, belief systems, identities. 

We may despair of our institutions – there’s reason enough. But that isn’t reason to fall into despair as such. We would do well to remember that the failures of the Church and the Empire only served to reinvigorate Dante’s commitment to the Good and Just society. The death of Beatrice caused a further crisis in Dante, a crisis of finitude, which he saw as something which penetrates deeply into the human condition. Either the life of Beatrice was no more than a passing illusion, in which case we are all damned with death; or the grace that Beatrice manifested in her person when she was alive is a revelation of some salvific prospect that lies ahead of us all. Dante affirms that possibility of salvation beyond death. This understanding inspired Dante to rebuild his theological and philosophical position, set politics in its true place as concerned with peace and unity beyond faction and division, find salvation in love and give us faith and reason to Hope for better things. Dante isn’t writing for the twenty-first century, no more than he was writing for the fourteenth century. He was writing for all humanity, in all times and all places, addressing the common core of our essential humanity. For all of the contemporary assertions that there is no possibility of an overarching morality uniting each and all, only a myriad of subjectivities and relativisms, there is a shared world of experience that has the potential to bind us together in a shared world of politics and religion. Dante’s commitment to the universal implies the full realisation of particular identities, not their suppression. It’s just that this realisation is inclusive, a binding together of myriad identities, as against their separate self-assertion (Teodolinda Barolini Dante's Sympathy for the Other or the NonStereotyping Imagination: Sexual and Racialized Others in the Commedia 2011). The world of vested interests, economic ties, political opinions divide, antagonise and separate. But deeper than this world is the shared inner life that connects each individual and all individuals. That is the world in which the common ground is rooted, not the myriad discrete egoisms and nihilisms that characterise the individualistic anomie of the modern world. The great paradox of modernity is that whilst the globalisation of social relations has brought greater numbers of human beings closer together, we have never been so isolated from each other. Materially, the common life has been riven apart, with social units and collective interests deliberately and systematically uprooted to atomise individuals and make them shift for themselves on the global market. The anthropological illiteracy of that kind of political engineering is apparent in the social breakdown we see all around us. But Dante reveals something less obvious, the destruction that such transformations have wrought on our inner lives. We are distanced not only from the good life without, but from the good life within. Dante reads our souls, he speaks to our inner lives. And what he forces us to recognise is that, regardless of the vicissitudes, inanities and depravities of the material world without, we all have in common an inner, spiritual resource that we may bring together in order to access the universal soul at the centre of the universe. We live in a moral universe and that universe is beyond quantification, expropriation and commodification. Dante speaks most directly to those who are most in despair, whether they despair of politics, of religion, of hope, of happiness. Dante aims to convert, draw individuals out of their immersion and absorption in material desire and ego, and set them on the path to beatitude. In the Greek, psyche means soul. Dante reaches into our very soul and sets us on the slow, difficult journey of rebuilding our very selves, our relations to others, our families, neighbourhoods and communities, slowly but surely coming to generate those affective bonds, social ties and communal connections where hope is born, strikes roots and expands outwards. Dante writes of experiencing reality so that ‘you may then strengthen in yourself and others the hope that brings true love to those on earth’ (Paradiso XXV 44-45). That is an ethic which affirms the unity of the freedom and happiness of each individual and all individuals. The Good and Just Society is one that inspires hope and is worthy of our active commitment. Despite his trials and tribulations, Dante could still say, in simple language we can all understand, ‘I still could hope for good’ (Inferno I 42). And so can we. 

Despair is the easy way out. No situation is ever so bad as to be hopeless. The looming ecological crisis is an existential crisis. It contradicts the promises of industrial progress. In resolving our relations to nature without, making our peace with the Earth, we need to relate to our own inner self and make peace with ourselves. Since Love is eternal, there is always Hope.

Per lor maladizion sì non si perde, 
che non possa tornar, l'etterno amore, 
mentre che la speranza ha fior del verde. 

'By such a curse as theirs none is so lost  
that the eternal Love cannot return  




Dante writes of that guidance which gave me hope and showed me light. (Purgatorio IV 29/30). This is precisely the guidance that Dante offers us in the modern world - di viva speme, 'the living hope’. (Paradiso XX 109).

sopra la qual si fonda l'alta speme; 
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